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Preface 


Magic is a rather boring matter: practical action, supernatural 
technology. In its simple version, a few words are uttered, some 
of them meaningless. In more developed versions, some acts are 
performed and then the words are uttered. That is all. Never- 
theless, something in it captures the imagination. And so, quite a 
few years ago, when seeking a subject for study and research and 
drawn from one topic to the next, | became acquainted with 
magic and started dealing with it. Academically, of course. I knew 
what it was, or at least | had an inkling of what it was, and | knew 
it existed (in texts, of course). One only had to turn around to 
find it, and 1 did. My teachers opened up to me a rich world of 
Jewish magical texts that captured my imagination. Angels were 
ordered about and sent to perform their tasks under threat, evil 
spirits were enchained and expelled, devils assembled in their 
kings' heads, evil spells knocked on the door, enemies were ex- 
iled, foes were tortured and killed, thieves were caught, escaped 
slaves were returned to their masters, prisoners were released, 
buyers gathered in stores, fish were caught in the net, worms 
were removed from fruit, crickets were sent away from the house, 
wicked tormentors were expelled from the womb, births were in- 
duced, babies were protected, husbands were returned to their 
wives, the dead were conjured up, nightmares were sent to sleep- 
ers, distances were shortened, treasures were found, Torah was 
studied, love was forcibly attained. All brought about through a 
few words (some of them meaningless), incantations, and holy 
names; actions (gestures and ritual acts, at times strange); and 
some odd materials (a lion's heart, water that has not seen the 


light of day, a donkey's bone, a palm needle and a human effigy, 


olive oil and rose oil, laurel leaves, a nail from a crucifixion, a 
waste pipe segment, a burnt potsherd, dust from a holy ark, 
tablets of gold and silver and precious stones, human semen, 
blood, a black dog's head—all these and many others were used 
in the charms). An entire culture of knowledge and action was 
downloaded from heaven and delivered to humans. Vast powers 
were granted to them by divine command. Guides were written 
and handed down from one to another and from one generation 
to the next. Charms were compiled, collated, and uttered, adjura- 
tions were written, amulets were scripted and borne, gems were 
engraved and worn, incantation bowls were buried in the corners 
of the house and under the threshold, and skulls were covered in 
spells. 

| learned all this from the magic texts. Magic culture is cer- 
tainly fascinating. But what is it? What, in fact, are magic writ- 
ings, magic artifacts? | soon learned that this culture, magic, can 
be found in other writings as well, some of them “magic” writ- 
ings that are not Jewish, some of them Jewish writings that are 
“not magical.” Each of these groups posed a different challenge. 
The non-Jewish magic writings reveal cross-cultural similarity 
and at times even cooperation and professional contacts be- 
tween neighboring magicians—mutual borrowing, an outside 
cult that wandered in, penetrated, and stayed. These cases are 
relatively easy. The culture's borders are unquestionably 
breached. Magic is a pragmatic matter, and when a child is burn- 
ing with fever, curled up and dying of exhaustion, it is irrelevant 
who will heal him and how, yet Jewish identity was preserved. 
But whose identity was this? What kind of Jews were these sor- 


cerers and who were their clients? | was never seduced by the 


delusion that had satisfied the scholars who founded the study 
of Jewish magic, who assumed that these people were simple, 
ignorant, and uneducated. This perception is definitely wrong 
insofar as the magicians themselves are concerned—the masters 
of knowledge, the literate figures reflected in the magic writings 
that they created and bequeathed to us. So, were they not prop- 
erly educated? Did they not know that “When you come to the 
land that the Lord your God gives you, you shall not learn to do 
after the abominations of those nations. There must not be 
found among you anyone that makes his son or his daughter to 
pass through the fire, or that uses divination, a soothsayer, or an 
enchanter, or a witch, or a charmer, or a medium, or a wizard, or 
a necromancer. For all that do these things are an abomination 
to the Lord”? Had they not heard, “You shall not suffer a witch to 
live"? Had they not learned, “a witch—this applies to both man 
and woman”? Did they not fear that they would thereby “deny 
and diminish the heavenly household"? Did they not understand 
that “were all the world’s creatures to gather together, they could 
not create one fly and place a soul in it"? (By the way, they did 
understand. Jewish magic is amazingly pragmatic!) What part did 
they play in Judaism? Or indeed, what is the Judaism within 
which we should look for their share? Who does the Judaism be- 
long to? 

At this point, the second group of texts emerged, posing the 
other and far more complicated challenge, because, as soon as | 
looked at the Jewish texts that are not magical, | found the magic 
culture in them as well. Or perhaps, to begin with, | lacked a true 
concept of magic. Whenever | was asked about my study and 


mentioned Jewish magic, someone would invariably say 


something along the lines of, “Jewish magic? No such thing! Ei- 
ther magic or Jewish.” And charms? and amulets? and blessings? 
and curses? and use of holy names? and reversing bad dreams? 
and reciting psalms? and mezuzot? and holy men? and miracle 
workers?—Well, that's another matter.” (By the way, that is true. 
Magic is always the “other” matter). And maybe it is merely a 
question of rhetoric? of the use of words? But can we indeed put 
everything in one basket? Is it right to do that? And perhaps also 
(and inevitably), is it worth doing that? And actually, what is this 
“everything”? What singles it out? How do we examine it so that 
it seems that something does single it out, and compared to 
what? And what is the relationship between the “worth it” and 
the "wherefrom"? Or maybe that—the range between the “worth 
it” and the ^wherefrom"—is the very gist of the matter. After all, 
no one is ultimately exempt from dealing with this relationship. 
Neither am |. 

What, then, was my concept of magic when 1 began to search 
for and investigate the “magic” texts? What did | mean when | 
said that | studied Jewish "magic," and why did my listeners have 
a concept of "magic" that prevented them from coupling it to 
"Jewish"? Have we inherited separate concepts from different 
sources of authority? If so, we should perhaps examine the dis- 
course that shaped the distinction between the "matter" and the 
"other"— between a prayer and a spell, between a holy man and a 
magician, between segulah and kishuf. How was the term kishuf 
(magic, sorcery) used in the Jewish discourse of late antiquity 
and the early Islamic period? (By the way, the sorcerers did not 
use it. And | doubt that they would agree to being called sor- 


cerers). How was magic perceived in this discourse? And here, 


alas, we come back to the original question: What exactly is the 
phenomenon—magic"—the attitude toward which we wish to 
examine? And not only we. The study of Jewish magic has been 
ongoing for more than 150 years. The researchers must have had 
some concept of the object of their inquiry! And indeed, the con- 
cept that they—the creators of academic, normative knowl- 
edge—had of magic plays an important role in the shaping of 
our own concept. Hence we must consider how they understood 
magic—and perhaps not only they, because, in turn, they were 
influenced, as is everyone, by the trends and the research of their 
time. These trends, then, should also be examined. 

Rather than preceding my work, this move accompanied it, 
and still does. And | find it no less fascinating than magic per se. 
All that time, however, | went on dealing with “magic” texts and 
with Jewish “magic.” In my view, as | will clarify, it is possible 
(and indeed, we have no choice but) to do so even without en- 
tirely unraveling the methodological entanglement. 

This book emerged from these two concerns. The first part is 
devoted to the methodological question that touches on the 
understanding of magic and its definition and is an inquiry into 
the research. Because | do not believe in "truth" but in its self- 
interested social-subjective representations, | hold that it is cru- 
cial to examine the genealogy of these representations within the 
institution (to which | belong) entrusted with the formation of 
knowledge in our culture—academia. The second part of the 
book deals with Jewish magic as such and, more specifically, 
with the magic evidence and with additional Jewish sources that 
are a platform for understanding the culture of Jewish magic be- 


fore the rise and expansion of Kabbalah. | do not, in this book, 


paint a general picture of Jewish magic culture. | have proposed 
elsewhere modest parts of such a description in the past, and | 
hope to complete this endeavor in the future. But many aspects 
of it are evident here too, both regarding the culture as such— 
actions, beliefs, agents, and aims of the activity—as reflected in 
insider magic sources, and regarding the social and political as- 
pects of the discourse about it, as reflected in outsider, nonmag- 
ical sources. In this way, | hope to introduce the reader to the 
methodological foundations of the study of ancient Jewish 
magic—to present at length the methodological complication of 
defining magic and the ways of disentangling it, as well as to 
suggest a solution for it, and to expose and clarify the nature of 
the sources for the study of Jewish magic in late antiquity and the 
early Islamic period, thereby shedding some light on the culture 
reflected in them. 


The study of magic in general and that of Jewish magic culture in 
particular is a dynamic pursuit. Many years have gone by since | 
finished writing the original version of this book. Since then, new 
findings have been published and new views have been pro- 
posed. Once the decision was made to offer an English edition 
of this study, | realized that | could not confine myself to its 
translation and would need to refine and update the entire book. 
The fruits of this effort are woven throughout and are evident in 
both the research and sources chapters. This, then, is a better, 
broader, and more up-to-date version of my original book. 

The research work at the basis of this book began many years 
ago, when | wrote my dissertation at the Hebrew University of 


Jerusalem, “Early Jewish Magic: Methodological and 


Phenomenological Perspectives” (1998). | had two excellent 
teachers—Prof. Shaul Shaked and Prof. Moshe Idel. Their inspi- 
ration imbues this work. The breadth of their knowledge is 
embedded in it. Their regard and their generosity enabled it. | 
thank them both deeply. Special thanks are due to my friend, 
Prof. Gideon Bohak, who meticulously read the (Hebrew) draft 
of the book and whose comments left a real mark on it. The writ- 
ing of our books on ancient Jewish magic at the very same time, 
each following his own method and in a spirit of friendship, 
openness, and cooperation, was for me a gratifying and produc- 
tive experience. 

The English edition of the book would not have seen the light 
were it not for the insistent invitation of Prof. Dan Ben-Amos to 
publish it in the Raphael Patai Series in Jewish Folklore and An- 
thropology, and his sustained encouragement to bring the task 
to completion. | am deeply indebted to him for leading me along 
this course. Many thanks to Batya Stein for her committed, accu- 
rate, and professional translation, for her endless patience with 
my whims, and particularly for the superb results that she 
achieved. Mimi Braverman has further polished the text by 
means of her careful and meticulous editing, for which 1 am 
grateful. Thanks also go to Kate Mertes for preparing the detailed 
indexes. | am thankful to Kathryn Wildfong, Editor in-Chief and 
Associate Director of Wayne State University Press, who accom- 
panied the process, and to the wonderful team at the publishing 
house, particularly Kristin M. Harpster, the editorial, design, and 
production manager, who brought it to completion. 

Several research funds supported the study and research that 
enabled the writing: the Charlotte and Moritz Warburg Fund, the 


Memorial Fund for Jewish Culture, the Kreitman Fund, the Koret 
Fund, and the Alon Fund. The publication of the English version 
was generously supported by the Israel Science Foundation and 
by Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. | am grateful to all these 
institutions for their backing. 

Thanks go also to the Israel Antiquities Authority; the Institute 
of Archaeology at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; the 
Vorderasiatisches Museum im Pergamonmuseum, Berlin; the 
Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, University of Michigan; the 
Cambridge University Library; la Bibliothèque de Genève and 
Fondation des Comites Latentes; and Segre Amar and the late 
Shlomo Moussaieff for their permission to publish the plates in 
the book. Thanks to Yael Barashek, Dr. Joachim Marzahn, 
Michelle Fontenot, Ben Outhwaite, and Barbara Roth for their 
help in obtaining these plates and the permits to publish them, 
and to Gaby Laron and Matthew Morgenstern for the photo- 
graphs they placed at my disposal. 

Finally, and above all, | owe deep thanks to Gaby, my wife. 
Without her love and help, | would not have completed this task. 
It is questionable whether | would have even embarked on it. 
This book is dedicated to her with all my love. 


Introduction 


The historical research of Jewish magic is basically textual re- 
search. Its fundamental assumption is that we have access to 
magic writings that reflect the magic practice of Jews who held a 
magic worldview, and the research is founded on these writings. 
But what are these writings? What singles them out? How can we 
retrieve them from the multitude of available texts? In other 
words, what defines the worldview and the practice reflected in 
these texts, as a result of which we could call them magic? Seem- 
ingly, if we had a clear definition of magic, we could answer 
these questions. If we could point to the characteristics of magic 
thought and magic action, they could serve us as criteria for ѕе- 
lecting magic writings. By relying on these writings, we would be 
able to successfully describe the magic culture they reflect. 

The methodological difficulty of this approach is immediately 
evident: To characterize and describe Jewish magic on the basis 
of magic writings, we must first define them as such. The 
process of choosing the writings to be used in the research is 
thus marked by our approach to the phenomena they purport- 
edly represent. This problem arises because neither the writings 
nor the society in which they were created provides the tools for 
defining them as magic. Obviously, the writings do not define 
themselves as such, either by using terms derived from the word 
magic or from the root К Kishuf, whatever the practice that this 
term points to, was forbidden, first in the Torah and later by the 
rabbis.! The chance that a Jewish text will explicitly note or even 
hint that its concern is magic is therefore extremely slim. Non- 
magic Jewish literature does not help in this regard either. The 


Jewish literature of the period discussed in this book does not 


have a general definition of keshafim, kashfanut, or kishuf that 
could have enabled us to decide precisely what is and what is not 
included in this realm.2 

By contrast, we do have a variety of narrative and halakhic 
statements, most of them in rabbinic literature, touching on ke- 
shafim (acts of magic) and mekhashfim (sorcerers) and espe- 
cially mekhashefot (witches) as well as discussions of actions 
that are—or are not—placed under the rubric of “ways of the 
Amorites" (darkei ha-'Emori) and hence forbidden or allowed, re- 
spectively. None of these discussions offers an essentialist defi- 
nition of kishuf, just descriptions and evaluations of concrete 
acts concerning the "ways of the Amorites" category that, as 
such, is devoid of informative content. Nor do the discussions 
on mekhashfim suggest a general characterization of their actions 
as a basis for labeling them as such. The rabbis did not adopt an 
overall conceptual definition of kishuf as a distinct category of 
thought or of action. Their determinations are a product of their 
twofold involvement with it: on the one hand, agents of ritual 
power—a power attained through ritual means—that they iden- 
tified as foci of a real and sociopolitical power alternative to their 
own; and, on the other hand, ritual practices that were wide- 
spread in their communities and required them to establish 
whether they were within the borders of the “normative” faith 
they sought to fashion and impose. 

The specific character of the discussions on magic, sorcerers, 
and ways of the Amorites in rabbinic literature does not enable 
us to trace the rules that the rabbis relied on to label them as 
such, if any such rules actually existed.3 Had the rabbis, or their 


successors, suggested a solid conceptual view of magic or a 


detailed set of criteria for determining the magic character of be- 
liefs and actions, as many modern theologians and scholars 
have attempted to do, we could try to locate such beliefs and ac- 
tions in Jewish writings and define them as magic texts, at least 
according to the authoritative and influential establishment of 
Jewish society But in the absence of such external rules and 
lacking an intratextual definition, we must turn in another direc- 
tion and shift the starting point of the entire discussion from the 
contemporary Jewish texts that concern us to the current magic 
discourse. 

To describe ancient Jewish magic on the basis of magic texts, 
we must first define, even if in the most general terms, what 
magic is. That is, we must clarify what we mean when we use 
such terms as magic or kishuf and note at least the type of phe- 
nomena we wish to discuss. Such a definition might direct us to 
texts that reflect phenomena of the requested kind and, by relying 
on them, we might be able to study the phenomena in detail. Al- 
though this solution could seemingly further the attempt to 
determine the research method, it is a mixed blessing. А defi- 
nition of magic in general, as a kind of phenomenon, emerges as 
a task no less difficult and perhaps even more complicated than 
its detailed description. At the end of a study on Jewish magic, 
we might be able to say, "These and these were the magic beliefs 
and acts of the Jews who wrote the texts we studied," but how 
will we define the phenomenon in general from the beginning? At 
first glance, the terms kishuf and magic seem to have a clear 
denotation. Yet when we seek to go beyond the stereotypical per- 
ception of the phenomena denoted through these words, to 


understand kishuf or magic and to describe them precisely as the 


basis for choosing the textual foundation of a study on the cul- 
ture of magic, we face a real difficulty The borders of acts and 
beliefs called magical and the distinction between them and 
other acts and beliefs, particularly those included in the category 
of beliefs and acts called religious, are not at all clear. Deter- 
mining a sound set of phenomenological criteria that will allow 
the classification of ritual phenomena as magical or religious 
emerges as an almost impossible or even insurmountable task. 
Consequently, we have no basis for identifying the Jewish writ- 
ings that could be of interest to us for the purpose of this study. 
Two key questions emerge at this stage. First, is the problem 
of distinguishing magic from religion specific to Jewish culture? 
If so, why? And if not, does magic have any unique charac- 
teristics in the Jewish context? Second, how can we overcome 
this difficulty, identify the writings that interest us, and create the 
necessary textual foundation for the study and description of an- 
cient Jewish magic? These were the questions | faced as soon as 
| began dealing with Jewish magic, and my interest in them was 
both theoretical and practical. Concerning the first key question, 
it is quite clear. The mode of using language and the relationship 
of language with the world (and in my view, the way that a soci- 
ety constitutes the world through language and imparts it to its 
members) is one of the most fascinating riddles in the history of 
human thought. Regarding the second key question, like re- 
searchers who preceded me, | too knew well what kind of texts | 
wanted to study, but | also wanted to justify my choice. | knew 
that the problem could be ignored or circumvented in various 
ways, as had indeed often been the case in the past. Yet | wanted 


to find a solution to the riddle of magic's elusiveness and to the 


question of its complicated relationships with religion before ap- 
proaching the study of Jewish magic culture itself. 

| thought that a good way of coping with the definition of 
magic would be to explore the development or variation® of the 
research in this area outside Jewish studies and then clarify the 
relevance of the suggested solutions to the object of my own re- 
search. This exploration, the results of which are presented in the 
first part of the book, taught me that the problem of defining 
magic and the question of its differentiation from religion are not 
necessarily a “Jewish problem.” Arriving at a clear and precise 
identification of the area of human beliefs and acts denoted 
through the term magic or kishuf (and their parallels in the schol- 
ars’ various languages) emerged as a complicated and contro- 
versial issue in almost all the fields of research that attempted to 
do so—the comparative study of religion, history, sociology, an- 
thropology, and culture studies. 

The beginning of the scientific attempt to define magic and 
delimit its boundaries in relation to other realms of culture, par- 
ticularly religion and science, is at the root of the comparative 
study of religion. Over the 150 years that have elapsed since the 
first modern anthropologists began paying attention to religion 
as a universal phenomenon and turning it into an object of com- 
parative study, magic has been a concern to many scholars who 
have tried to understand it and characterize it from several 
perspectives.® It proved attractive for two reasons. On the one 
hand, magic was identified as an essential component of the 
worldview and ritual activity of preliterate tribes—“primitives” or 
“savages” in the language of the time—who were perceived as 


representing a primeval stage in the development of the human 


race. Magic thus appeared to scholars as the beginning of 
human thought and action. On the other hand, remnants of this 
“shared beginning” survived also in "developed" cultures, fore- 
most among them, according to these scholars, European West- 
ern culture. This channel of human thought and action, whose 
ontological assumptions and practical effectiveness scholars ге- 
fused to accept, required explanation in both regards. Scholars 
needed to understand how and on what grounds magic had 
developed to begin with and why it had remained in place, even if 
in a weakened version, in a society that had embraced a new, 
scientific-rational worldview. 

The first to address these questions was the British ethnog- 
rapher Edward Tylor. Like other ethnographers of the time, Tylor 
is usually referred to as an armchair anthropologist, because, be- 
fore the emergence of anthropological field research, these re- 
searchers never lived in the communities they studied, did not 
learn their languages, and were not acquainted with the full range 
of the cultures, segments of which they sought to describe and 
explain relying on a comparative method. Their theories relied on 
data compiled through “scissors-and-paste,” as Edward Evans- 
Pritchard sarcastically noted, and data gathered from travelers, 
army and administration personnel, and missionaries.? The “sur- 
vivals” (as Tylor called them) of magic faith in European society 
attracted Tylor's attention, and his attempt to understand them 
and trace their origin can be viewed as the beginning of the com- 


parative study of magic. | therefore open chapter 1, which is a 


historical review of the study of magic and the question of its 
relationships with religion, with Tylor's studies and the evolu- 


tionist worldview that characterizes them. After Tylor, | focus on 


the views of Herbert Spencer and James Frazer, the other prom- 
inent spokesmen of the evolutionist school. In their wake, the 
discussion moves on to consider the views of Wilhelm Wundt 
and Sigmund Freud, whose psychological analysis of magic was 
also pinned on this approach. The section concludes with the 
alternative to the evolutionist position formulated by Robert 
Marett, the most prominent of its early opponents. 

Along with the continued influence of the evolutionist school 
and the controversy it evoked, a completely antithetical view on 
the character of magic and its place with respect to religion 
developed in France at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
Strongly influenced by Emile Durkheim, who himself was influ- 
enced by the work of William Robertson Smith, members of this 
school tried to explain the relationship between these cultural 
phenomena with the tools of the social sciences. This method 
soon transcended the borders of Durkheim's circle and became 
a crucial component of the description and discussion of magic 
and religion in focused and comparative studies. In the second 


part of chapter 1 | explore the views of magic held by the most 
important sociologists of religion: William Robertson Smith, 
Emile Durkheim, Marcel Mauss, Max Weber, and Daniel O'- 
Keefe. Special attention is paid to the two broadest and most sig- 
nificant works in the field: Mauss's General Theory of Magic and 
O'Keefe's Stolen Lightning: The Social Theory of Magic. 

The next significant change in the study of magic was charac- 
terized by a shift from general theoretical studies to specific field 
studies. The data generated through systematic fieldwork and 
participant observation allowed anthropologists (particularly be- 


tween the 1930s and the 1960s) to understand how magic 


functioned in the life and beliefs of the tribes they had chosen as 
objects of their studies. Some of the anthropologists confined 
themselves to limited, context-bound conclusions. Others 
sought to reopen a general theoretical discussion, relying on 
their findings. The discussion of the anthropological study of 
magic, concentrated in the third section of chapter 1, focuses on 
scholars who placed magic at the center of their work: Bronislaw 
Malinowski, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, Edward Evans-Pritchard, and 
Stanley Tambiah. | also present the views of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl 
and Claude Lévi-Strauss, who influenced the anthropological 
interpretation of magic. The discussion closes with the central 
solutions that have been suggested concerning the relationship 
between magic and religion in anthropological and cross-cultural 
research after the 19505.10 

In chapter 2, the discussion shifts from the study of magic in 
living societies to the historical study of magic in late antiquity 
and the early Islamic period (up to the time covered by evidence 
from the Cairo Genizah). | begin the chapter with a concise dis- 
cussion of the research on the essence of magic in the Greco- 
Roman world and its role in the ritual activities of this culture to 
attain power. This context for the main discussion, which fo- 
cuses on the magic-religion question in Judaism, was chosen for 
two reasons. First, researchers of Jewish magic have tended to 
approach magic in the Hellenistic world as a natural parallel and 
as a comparative horizon for their findings, both because Hel- 
lenism was the neighboring culture for Jews in Palestine and its 
surroundings and because real information about magic in Sas- 
sanid Babylonia in the talmudic period was lacking.” Second, 


the study of magic in the Greco-Roman world precedes its Jewish 


parallel and is also far broader in all areas. Hence it is useful to 
examine the theoretical changes in it as a historical-textual field 
of study before attempting to do so in the relatively limited study 
of magic in Judaism. As | show, traces of the theoretical change 
in the study of magic in comparative and anthropological- 
cultural research during the twentieth century are evident in the 
changed attitude toward this topic among researchers of the Hel- 
lenistic world. This change anticipates a similar move later 
recorded in the study of magic in Judaism. 

Chapter 2 is focused mainly on the study of magic in Judaism 
in late antiquity and the early Islamic period and is divided into 
three parts. In the first part | deal with the study of magic in rab- 
binic literature since the beginning of this research in the 1850s. 
In recent decades a revolution has been recorded in the percep- 
tion of magic in rabbinic literature, the understanding of its place 
in Jewish society, including in rabbinic circles, and the expla- 
nation of the rabbis’ resolute opposition to it. This revolution is 
exposed here in full. As | show, its essence is the almost com- 
plete abandonment of phenomenological and essentialist ele- 
ments in favor of sociopolitical criteria as the foundation of the 
distinction between magic and religion. 

In the second part of chapter 2 | consider the study of magic 
in the context of ancient esoteric Jewish literature—the Hekhalot 
and Merkavah literature. The role of adjurations—performative 
formulas through which people seek to impose their will on 
supernatural entities—is so central in this literature that re- 
searchers have been split concerning its main essence. Some 
consider the Hekhalot and Merkavah literature a visionary liter- 


ature, where adjurations serve only as an auxiliary tool for 


attaining the religious-mystical goal of envisioning God and 
adoring him with the angels, which is its main purpose. Others 
propose viewing it as magic literature, where mystical visions are 
merely one channel, even if central, for the many uses of adjura- 
tions suggested in it. The controversy in this regard has obvi- 
ously not been settled, but the ongoing discussion, in and of it- 
self, has significantly helped to focalize the question about the 
essence of magic and its place in the spectrum of ritual beliefs 
and practices that characterize early Jewish mysticism. 

In the last part of chapter 2 | deal with the study of Jewish 
magic literature itself. The broad review of the research on magic 
findings—the direct products of professional Jewish magic activ- 
ity in late antiquity and the early Islamic period—focuses on the 
essence of magic and on the way its researchers attempted to 
understand it. In the whole of chapter 2 | try to point to a similar 
trend of change in the perception and place of magic in Judaism 
in relation to close (and no less vague) areas of culture, such as 
religion and mysticism. This trend resembles similar devel- 
opments in the comparative and anthropological study of reli- 
gions in general and the study of magic in the Greco-Roman 
world in particular. 

In chapter 3 | outline my own approach concerning the magic- 
religion question in Judaism. | first present the difficulties posed 
by the suggested solutions regarding the Greco-Roman world 
and Jewish culture in late antiquity. | then attempt to suggest a 
new solution that rests on the linguistic theory of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. Finally, | deal with the problem of defining ancient 
Jewish magic and present my view concerning the location of 


magic texts based on our current mode of using language. | 


propose a dialectic move that begins by reducing magic to a Jew- 
ish adjuration text, then focuses on the identification of such a 
text's linguistic characteristics, and culminates in the expansion 
of magic-Jewish textual circles based on these characteristics. 
The purpose of this move is to enable substantive justification 
for the choice of a textual foundation in the study of Jewish 
magic culture (in defined contexts of time and place) and to 
explicate my methodological proposition to abandon a dictionary 
definition of magic in favor of a quasi-ostensive definition of an- 
cient Jewish magic. 

Chapter 4, the last chapter in part 1, is devoted to the standing 
of magic language as a performative language. Since John Austin 
published his book How to Do Things with Words, his insights 
concerning the performative aspects of the speech act have 


served as a tool for explicating the performative character of rit- 
ual language. The discussion opens with a presentation of the 
principles of Austin's method, tracing the adoption of his theory 
to anthropological research of magic language and its appli- 
cations to the textual study of performative language in Judaism. 
Finally, we come to the problem entailed in giving in to the temp- 
tation of endorsing the superficial resemblance between speech 
act theory and the perception of language in Jewish magic culture 
and the mistake involved in basing one on the other. 

In part 2 of this book I deal with sources for investigating the 
early Jewish culture of magic. These sources split roughly into 
two: (1) primary (or insider) sources, that is, products of Jewish 
magic activity (writings that are themselves adjuration texts in 
the most distinct sense and the artifacts these texts are written 


on, and writings that include texts of this type); and (2) 


secondary (or outsider) sources, that is, writings that are not 
magical by nature but contain references to spells, adjurations, 
and other matters that characterize the primary sources. In chap- 
ters, then, the discussion considers primary sources, among 
them amulets, gems and magic jewelry, adjuration bowls, spell 
skulls, magic recipes, and books of magic. All this inventory, 
originating in the eastern Mediterranean and in Babylonia and 
dating back mainly to the third to the thirteenth centuries CE, has 
been published mostly since the 1990s and is discussed exten- 
sively and systematically according to the types of findings. 

The last two chapters of this book deal with secondary 


sources, In chapter 6 I consider all the sources outside rabbinic 


literature. The discussion opens with the Apocrypha, the Dead 
Sea Scrolls, and the writings of Flavius Josephus (where refer- 
ences focus on the harmful effects of demons and on exorcising 
devices). | then review the magic aspects prominent in Hekhalot 
and Merkavah literature, discuss statements touching on magic 
in Karaite and Geonic writings, and conclude with the stance of 
Maimonides, who was a contemporary of the Cairo Genizah. | 
integrate the description of these sources and their interpretation 
in a systematic register that points to the close link between rit- 
ual power and sociopolitical power. 

This register is also prominent in chapter 7, which expands its 
topic beyond magic to what I call the rabbinic discourse of the 
occult. In this chapter | review key aspects in the perception of 
magic, demonology, and divination in rabbinic literature, includ- 
ing the interpretation of dreams and astrology. The discussion 
spreads across two levels that are never really separate: the tex- 


tual and the hermeneutical. At the textual level | extensively 


illustrate conceptual perceptions, practices, and narratives re- 
lated to these topics. At the hermeneutical level, | consider the 
political character of the rabbis’ use of these terms as an expres- 
sion of their drive to monopolize knowledge and power. 

All these sources, particularly the primary ones, are the basis 
for a description of early Jewish magic as a culture, in all its four 
components: beliefs, actions, goals, and social contexts. | have 
already examined several aspects of early Jewish magic in pre- 
vious publications. A comprehensive description of the phe- 
nomenon is a matter for another book. 


1, See Deuteronomy 18:10; Exodus 22:17; M. Sanhedrin 7:4, 11; 
TB Sanhedrin 67a-b; and PT Sanhedrin 7:11. 

2. The closest statement to such a definition is the description 
of the sihr (magic, kishuf) by the Karaite Ya'qub al-Qirqisani in 
The Book of Lights and Watchtowers (Kitab al-anwár wal-marákib). 
See the discussion on polemical Karaite writings in chapter 6. 

3. A single attempt to formulate a rule concerning the ways of 
the Amorites was attempted by negation and was based on the 
consequence rather the essence of the action: “R. Shmuel R. Ab- 
bahu in the name of R. Yohanan: Anything that heals is not 
deemed ways of the Amorite" (PT Shabbat 6:10). Cf. TB Shabbat 
67a and TB Hullin 77b. Veltri sought to base the rabbinic attitude 
toward the ways of the Amorites on an empirical principle. In his 
view, the rabbis allowed actions found to be beneficial and re- 
jected those that were dangerous (Veltri 1998, esp. 308-11). 

4. A similar approach, relying on Ya'qub al-Qirqisani, was the 
one endorsed by Schiffman and Swartz (1992, 12-15). But al- 
though al-Qirgisani's brief statement on the sihr in The Book of 
Lights and Watchtowers fits the contents of Jewish magic texts 


well, it does not offer a basis broad enough to define them. 

5. Definitions of kishef, kishuf, keshafim, kashfan, and similar 
words derived from the same root in modern Hebrew dictio- 
naries are close to one another. The two main components of an 
act of kishuf according to these definitions are (1) being outside 
nature and (2) being performed by means of "unnatural" or 
"mysterious" powers, particularly demons and spirits. See Ben 
Yehuda (1948-1959, 5: 2540); Even-Shoshan (1988, 2: 569); and 
Knaani (1960-1989, 7: 2303-4). 

6. Here and wherever | refer to the "development of the re- 
search,” | do not intend any value evaluation but merely its his- 
tory—its change over time. 

7. А number of reviews on research approaches to magic and 
its place vis-à-vis cultural systems such as religion or science 
have been published in recent years. The most comprehensive is 
that by Randall Styers (2004), who seeks to trace the emergence 
of the concept of magic as a scientific object of modern re- 
search. This is the deepest and most extensive study on the 
"invention of magic" (and perhaps, more precisely, inventions of 
magic) in modern times, and of its deep connection to social, 
political, and philosophical processes that have unfolded in the 
West in the twentieth century. A concise and interesting discus- 
sion appears in Tambiah (1995). Stanley Tambiah, one of the 
most important theoreticians of magic among anthropologists, 
traces the historical development of the thought on the relation- 
ships between magic, religion, and science in modern research 
and concludes by pointing out the need for a moderate rela- 
tivistic position in order to understand other cultures and de- 


scribe them fairly. The brief discussions by Graham Cunningham 


(1999) offer a matter-of-fact account of the views of thinkers and 
scholars on the “sacred,” that is, on religion-magic (and, where 
relevant, the distinction between them), but without placing 
them in a theoretical context. Frederick Cryer and Ridiger 
Schmitt summarize the main positions concerning magic in the 
introductory chapters to their books on divination and magic in 
the Hebrew Bible (Cryer 1994, 123-42; Schmitt 2004, 1-42). And 
finally, Jesper Sorensen (2007) introduces a concise survey of 
scholarly perceptions of magic arranged according to four 
modes (thinking, living, acting, and being) at the opening of his 
cognitive study of magic. Although these studies have made a 
large and significant contribution to a clarification of the view of 
magic in modern thought and research and although together 
they offer more sources than those to be presented later (though 
not additional approaches), none of them are focused on, con- 
fined to, or organized around the question discussed here—the 
definition of magic in relation to religion—in the way to be sug- 
gested. 

8. The comparative study of religion began in the 1860s to 
1870s. For a good historical review of its development, see 
Sharpe (1975). For a detailed review of research schools in this 
field during the nineteenth century, see L. H. Jordan (1986). 

9. For an approach decrying the gathering of data and other 
methodological mistakes that characterized anthropological re- 
search before field studies became its basic method, see Evans- 
Pritchard (1965, 1-19). The quotation is from p. 9. 

10. A new scientific approach to the study of magic has 
emerged in recent years in the rapidly developing field of cogni- 


tive studies. This trend, originating in the psychological study of 


magic, is not presented in the survey in chapter 1 because, in 
general, it does not deal with the issue at stake here—the magic- 
religion question—and has no concrete applications to the study 
of Jewish magic, which is the horizon of the research overview 
presented in that chapter. For a summary of recent achievements 
in the cognitive study of magic (and a detailed bibliography), see 
Bever (2012). For major theories in this field, see Sorensen 
(2007), Subbotsky (2010) (for Subbotsky's view concerning 

magic, science, and religion, see chapter 1, note 99), and Vyse 
(1997). 

11. The main information available originates in non-Jewish 
incantation bowls, except that the magic of bowls, beyond being 
а cross-cultural phenomenon, is also a closed phenomenon that 
we have nothing to compare with in the geographic-historical 
area of Babylonian Jews. On Babylonian incantation bowls, see 
chapter 5. 

12. See Harari (1997a; 2000; 2001; 2005c). 


Research and Method 


Magic and the Study of Religion 


EVOLUTIONIST THEORIES 

The comparative study of religion, including that of magic, began 
in the mid-nineteenth century, when an evolutionist worldview 
was almost completely dominant in Western thought. At the core 
of this research were such concepts as development, progress, 
and advancement, used as central tools for explaining life, soci- 
ety, culture, and the individual. Early scholars of religion also 
adopted this approach and tried to view magic as an initial stage 
in the process of spiritual and cultural advancement that human- 
ity undergoes in the course of its development (the paragon of 
"developed society," "developed culture," and "developed think- 
ing" obviously being that of the educated late-nineteenth-century 
Western European white male). This trend developed in various 
directions as scholars attempted to characterize magic activity 
per se and the various courses of human development following 
from it in the direction of religion and science. 

The forerunners of the evolutionist school in the study of reli- 
gion were Edward Tylor, Herbert Spencer, and James Frazer. 
These scholars, whose heirs later referred to them as armchair 
anthropologists, sought to understand and analyze the devel- 
opment of the human spirit by combining testimonies from trav- 
elers, merchants, missionaries, and representatives of colonial 
powers on the practices, beliefs, and rituals of tribes that they 
considered living exemplars of the beginning of human 
development.2 This approach, especially in the strict historical 
pattern adopted by Frazer, was tremendously influential at the 
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, 
for reasons far deeper than theoretical agreement with then 


dominant evolution principles. By arranging all human societies 


in hierarchical order along one developmental axis, from the 
primitive to the enlightened, evolutionist ethnographers osten- 
sibly put a scientific stamp on the West's supremacy over the 
colonial subjects and indirectly contributed to its justification. 
These relationships between knowledge and power in the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries were certainly not intended or 
even deliberate. Frazer, like the evolutionists who preceded him 
and the many researchers inspired by him, was not employed in 
the service of colonialism. He and his colleagues naively be- 
lieved in the organizing and explicative power of the evolution 
principle and, out of the deep sense of superiority that is typical 
of Western scientific thought in our times as well, located every 
individual and every nation on a uniform scale of human devel- 
opment. Tylor is the one who blazed this trail for them. 

Tylor was not especially interested in magic. He considered it 
a part of religious thought in general and of the ritual behavior 
connected to it that characterizes “primitive tribes."5 In the few 
places where he does consider magic, he does not distinguish it 
from religion and treats both as mutually related or mutually 


complementary When referring to religion, Tylor coined the 


term animism (from anima, meaning "spirit" or "ghost"), to de- 
note belief in the existence of bodiless spirits. This belief is for 
him the minimal definition of religion and, in its simplest form— 
the one that characterizes “tribes very low in the scale of human- 
ity"—it is natural religion? According to his view, the origin of 
animistic religion is the experience of “being personal,” that is, 
the notion of a distinction and a separation between body and 
soul, whose source Tylor identified in the experience of death, 


the visions of dreams, the projection of human spirituality on 


nature, and the anthropomorphization of natural phenomena. 
Religion emerged out of the "savage's" contemplation of the 
world and of himself and out of his attempt to understand and 
explain his impressions. Tylor therefore considered the “savage” 
a primitive philosopher whose religion was a product of his 
thoughts about the world. 

Similarly, Tylor considered the magic of “savages” as based 
on a thinking that involved a measure of rationality. Yet he 
thought this rationality was mistaken because it rested on the 
confusion between subjective and objective connections— 
between connections that are typical of human thinking and con- 
nections between actual objects. A person of “low intellectual 
condition” (Tylor's words) connects in his thought things that he 
has found to be actually connected. In the next stage he reverses 
the process and seeks to create actual associations between 
things that are connected in his thought. That is magic.? Magic, 
therefore, should not be seen as some kind of random hocus 
pocus but as an action based on a dialectic process of thought. 
The process begins with the identification of connections be- 
tween objects and their classification and ends in a transition— 
mistaken from a Western scientific perspective—from asso- 
ciative connections between objects to their actual connection in 
reality. The linking of magic to this rational process led Tylor to 
view it as the first sign of scientific thought.!? In any event, from 
an evolutionist perspective, magic "belongs in its main principle 
to the lowest known stages of civilization, and the lower races, 
who have not partaken largely of the education of the world, still 
maintain it in vigour."?! Yet magic does not precede animism but 


coexists with it, complementing it from the practical angle. It is 


“the strategy of animism,” as Solomon Reinach later defined it.12 
Together, then, primitive animistic religion and the magic that 
accompanies it constitute the first stage of human faith and its 
concomitant activity. 

Several years after Tylor published his studies, Herbert 
Spencer completed his extensive work, The Principles of Sociology 
(1893), in which he sought to implement the principle of evolu- 
tion as an explanation of the development of human society.!3 In 
this work Spencer discusses at length the beliefs and practices of 
preliterate tribes, including the beginning of magic and religion. 
Spencer's views are close to Tylor's, though he seems to have 
developed them independently. Spencer also saw “the savage" 
as an ancient thinker who observes the world and weaves in his 
mind intellectual conceptions about his surroundings, and he 
too located the source of the distinction between body and spirit 
that underlies both religious and magic faith in the human reflec- 
tion about sleep and death.!5 But he went further. He tried to 
offer a description and explanation of the development and 
progress of this faith. 

According to Spencer, the source of magic is the belief that 
physical and spiritual problems result from a spirit settling in a 
person's body and from the conclusion warranted by this be- 
lief—the remedy is to cast it out. Basic magic practice, then, is 
exorcising spirits. At a later stage the savage comes to imagine 
that if a maleficent spirit can enter a person, so can a beneficent 
one. So why not use the latter against the former? Magic thus 
developed from rituals of exorcism to the use of spirits to expel 
other spirits. The idea then emerged of using spirits for broader 


purposes, such as revenge, and so gradually, through logical 


thought and inference, magic developed into a general phenom- 
enon of taking over spirits and using them for various human 
needs. Religion, according to this method, was merely one log- 
ical step further: Humans came to believe that it was preferable 
to replace the recurrent process of taking over spirits with a 
permanent positive connection with them. They decided to 
propitiate them in advance and in this way merit the spirits’ 
goodwill to help them. Thus was religion born.16 

According to Spencer, then, magic and religion rely on the 
same principles for understanding reality. The difference be- 
tween them is only in the developmental level of the primitives’ 
rational thought. In this sense, Spencer's theory traces a clear 
course of religion's development from magic, even if indeed be- 
side it rather than instead of it. This development, though funda- 
mentally philosophical, soon assumed practical contours. Beside 
continued attempts to rule the spirits, a new—religious— 
practice was born, meant to propitiate them and satisfy them. 
According to Spencer, this distinction regarding supernatural 
powers would also characterize, at later stages of human evolu- 
tion, the difference between the healer-sorcerer and the priest. 
Both turn to supernatural powers and try to enlist them for the 
same ends. The difference between them is in the attitude toward 
these powers. The sorcerer approaches them pugnaciously and 
belligerently, whereas the priest does so sympathetically and 
amicably.!7 This attitude would recur in the research as one of 
the essentialist criteria through which scholars would determine 
the border between magic and religion. 

The approach suggested by Tylor and Spencer was strictly and 


methodically formulated in the monumental endeavor of James 


Frazer, the most prominent evolutionist scholar in all that con- 
cerns the relationships between magic, religion, and science, and 
the most influential among them. Frazer adopted the intellec- 
tualist-evolu-tion- approach of his predecessors to explain the 
roots of magic and religion, but he radicalized it to the point of 
determining three historical stages in the development of human 
thought: the magic, the religious, and the scientific/5 He as- 
cribed the shift from one stage to the next to disappointment 
with the solutions suggested for day-to-day problems in each of 
the stages in turn? Thus, according to Frazer, magic is the orig- 
inal form of human thought, which is accompanied by specific 
characteristic action.2° 

Frazer drew a distinction between theoretical magic, which he 
called pseudoscience, and practical magic, which he saw as 
pseudo-art.?! In his view, taboo laws were also part of magic, and 
he viewed them as negative magic that, together with positive 
magic, covered the entire realm of practical magic.22 Beyond 
these distinctions, Frazer founded the elements of both practical 
and theoretical magic on the same basic principles. These prin- 
ciples, identified through his method, are the sympathetic laws 
of magi 


the law of similarity and the law of contact. Magic, in 
Frazer's view, is sympathetic magic, that is, an attempt to man- 
age the world according to the laws of the mutual ties and influ- 
ences that prevail between similar (and at times opposite) ob- 
jects or of objects that have come into contact with one 
another23 Seeking to explain the source of these laws, Frazer 
adopted Tylor’s approach connecting mental associations and 
magic and developed it into a system that views sympathetic 


laws as resulting from the projection of these modes of 


association onto the real world. In relying on the sympathetic 
laws, Frazer drew a distinction between two kinds of magic: ho- 
moeopathic and contagious. The source of both kinds is the 
associative connection between ideas on the basis of similarity 
or contact. Homoeopathic magic assumes identity, represen- 
tation, and mutual influence between similar things. Contagious 
magic, which is usually also related to homoeopathic magic, as- 
sumes that things that come into contact are mutually influenced 
even after their separation. He summed up: "Both branches of 
magic, the homoeopathic and the contagious, may conveniently 
be comprehended under the general name of Sympathetic 


In his writings, Frazer discusses at length the relationship be- 
tween magic and religion. Contrary to Tylor and Spencer, he 
viewed them as antithetical methods of thinking. He identified 
magic thinking as essentially close to science, because it con- 
siders nature a closed system that works according to fixed and 
necessary cause-and-effect laws. By contrast, in his definition, 
religion is “a propitiation or conciliation of powers superior to 
man which are believed to direct and control the course of nature 
and of human life,"25 which perceives the course of events in the 
world as flexible and amenable to change. “The distinction be- 
tween the two conflicting views of the universe,” notes Frazer, 
“turns on their answer to the crucial questions, Are the forces 
which govern the world conscious and personal, or unconscious 
and impersonal?"25 Contrary to religion, which views super- 
natural powers as personal beings, magic views them as an 
impersonal system of laws, just as science would do later. As 


such, magic is a primeval human attempt to understand and use 


the laws of nature.27 The problem with this attempt, according to 
Frazer, is that it is based on a distorted perception of reality and 
is thus fundamentally mistaken. This is the reason that Frazer 


viewed magic as a “ 


spurious system of natural law as well as a 
fallacious guide of conduct; it is a false science as well as an 
abortive art."28 

Frazer's version of historical evolutionism gained consid- 
erable influence among scholars of religion at the end of the 
nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries. A special ex- 
pression of this evolutionism came to the fore in the psycho- 
logical research conducted by two of the discipline's fore- 
runners: Wilhelm Wundt and Sigmund Freud. The working meth- 
ods of these two researchers were different and so were their 
conclusions, but both shared a common aim. They tried to show 
that the human development from magic to religion (and to sci- 
ence) was based on psychological motives. Wundt was the first 
to draw a systematic link between ethnographic and psycho- 
logical research, and he used the tools of psychology to explain 
the development of peoples, which he divided into four historical 
stages.22 The first stage, which he called primitive man, was 
ruled by faith in magic and demons.2° Up to this point, Wundt 
does not deviate too far from the earlier approaches. His main 
contribution was the explanation about the source and essence 
of this belief. 

Wundt viewed magic as a product of feelings rather than of 
rational thought, as his predecessors had. He proposed viewing 
magic beliefs as the emotional reaction of primitive man to the 
anxiety evoked by the surrounding world that threatened him. 


The first reason for this anxiety was, in his view, death. The very 


change that occurs in the dead evoked a terror that, in turn, led 
to a belief in the resurrection of the spirit. From here it was only 
a short step to a belief in demons. And once demons took up 
their place in the world, humans began to tie to them other 
threatening phenomena, above all, illness and natural disasters, 
weaving an intricate system of magic beliefs and causal links 
around them. Magic, then, was initially feeling, an emotional re- 
sponse. Magic ideas and beliefs developed only at a later stage. 
According to Wundt, the intellectualization that magic underwent 
in the works of Tylor and Frazer was an unfortunate and funda- 
mentally mistaken consequence of projecting Western scientific 
thought on “primitive man.”3! In his view, causality іп the sense 
accepted in our culture does not exist at all in the thought of 
primitive man, whereas the magic causality that rules early man's 
life does not originate in the laws of his thought but in his feel- 
ings. Rational thought developed only at a later stage and was re- 
lated to the neutralization of feelings that accompanied the shift 
in the objects of human attention. Rather than focusing on the 
different and the strange and hence the threatening and fright- 
ening, human attention shifted to the stable and common in na- 
ture. Logical causality, then, developed out of the early stage of 
“emotional magic causality” and, according to Wundt, it is ques- 
tionable whether this development of human rationality would 
have been at all possible had it not been anticipated by the mag- 
ical stage32 

Because magic is essentially an emotional matter, it was con- 
nected in practical terms to the development of art, particularly 
dance, which primitive man, according to Wundt, brought to 


perfection.33 From a theoretical perspective, magic preceded 


religion, for only in the third stage of human development, in the 
“age of heroes and gods,” did the belief in demons typical of 
magic advance to the belief in gods that is essential to religion. 
In certain senses, “the god also is only a new form of demon."34 
It is born from the impersonal power that originates in primitive 
feelings and developed in human thought into a fixed personal 
figure. This development took place in two stages. In the first 
stage the demon turned into a hero and assumed personal form. 
In the second stage the hero's qualities intensified and it became 
a suprahuman figure, the god. The origin of religion can thus be 
seen as the personalization process of the magic demons: "The 
various forms of pure demon-belief are preparatory to religion; 
religion itself begins with the belief in gods."25 Wundt, then, dis- 
tinguished magic from religion by relying on the essence of the 
supernatural powers, the objects of human belief. He tied the 
change in their perception to the historical evolution of peoples. 
Sigmund Freud, Wundt's younger and more famous contem- 
porary, suggested a different though still evolutionist- 
psychological explanation. Freud dismissed the work of Wundt, 
whose assumptions and research methods were based on 
nonanalytical psychology, and replaced them with his psycho- 
ethnographic method, in which he applied the principles of psy- 
choanalysis to magic and to the magic-religion-science 
relationship. Freud endorsed Frazer's three-stage historical 
evolutionism as the basic assumption of his research. He pre- 
sented animism, the earliest system of thought that "is perhaps 
the most consistent and exhaustive,"37 as a psychological theory. 
For Freud, magic was the practical side of animism, a technique 


meant to implement the aspiration to rule the world. 


The basis of Freud’s analysis of magic was Tylor’s theory of 
associations, though Freud thought this theory was not suffi- 
ciently developed. This theory can explain the magic phenom- 
enon per se but fails to address the reasons for confusing as- 
sociations in thought with associations in reality. Freud tried to 
provide this missing layer in the theory by resorting to the psy- 
choanalytic conceptual framework he had developed. He ar- 
gued that constructs of human thought are projected onto reality 
because of the overestimation of mental powers that charac- 
terizes primitive man. In this regard, Freud held, the tribesman 
resembles the child. Like the child, he places his trust in the 
power of his wishes and is convinced that his will is a sufficient 
warranty and even a necessary condition for their realization. He 
differs from the child in his motor ability and, therefore, whereas 
children’s wishes are satisfied through illusions, primitive man 
can use his will not only to describe the requested satisfaction 
but also to experience it: “This kind of representation of a satis- 
fied wish is quite comparable to children’s play, which succeeds 
their earlier purely sensory technique of satisfaction."32 The 
primitive man's childish overestimation of his wishes and his 
will extended, at a later stage, to all the mental powers subor- 
dinate to the will and eventually covered mental processes in 
general, including thought. 

It is precisely at this point, in the overestimation of thought, 
that Freud locates the confusion between the laws of association 
and the laws of nature: “The principle governing magic, the tech- 
nique of the animistic mode of thinking, is the principle of the 
‘omnipotence of thoughts.’ "4 In Freud's view, this principle is 


the key to Frazer’s three-stage characterization of the 


development of the human worldview, including the distinction 
between the stages: magic, religion, and science. Each one of 
these stages rests on a different notion of the omnipotence of 
thoughts. In the animistic stage the individual ascribes omnipo- 
tence of thoughts to himself. In the religious stage he assigns 
this feature to the gods, reserving for himself the power to influ- 
ence them and direct them to fulfill his will. In the scientific stage 
he denies this omnipotence altogether and comes to terms with 
the existence of impersonal natural laws that rule the world and 
his life. 

Freud's interest in magic was not confined to the question of 
its place in the development of human thought and extended to 
an additional psychological aspect: the function of magic for the 
individual personality as a means of protecting and strength- 
ening the ego. Contrary to the developmental theory that he had 
presented methodically and in detail in Totem and Taboo, Freud 
did not formulate his position on the second question in conclu- 
sive terms. Daniel O'Keefe, who suggested such a synthesis, 
summed it up by determining that Freud's writings clearly point 
to the role of magic in protecting the individual from psychic 
death. Relying on the entirety of Freud's statements on magic, 
O'Keefe suggests viewing Freud’s approach toward magic as en- 
tailing three different modes: 


1) negative (the narcissistic the- 
ory of magic as infantile thinking); (2) neutral (his explorations 
of sympathetic magic); and (3) positive (how magic helps the 
ego)."41 

The positive function of magic in the protection of the ego 
and in its preservation from psychic death was a continued con- 


cern for several of Freud’s heirs. Prominent among them are 


Géza Róheim and O'Keefe himself. Róheim adopted Bronislaw 
Malinowski's view that magic helps the individual to overcome 
situations of crisis and uncertainty and to act rather than despair, 
and he supported this view with a psychological analysis. His 
conclusion was that magic is the element that actually makes 
human action possible: “Magic in general is the counterphobic 
attitude, the transition from passivity to activity. As such, it is 
probably the basic element in thought and the initial phase of 
any activity"? Magic, argued Roheim, thus serves not only “the 
primitives” but everyone. The whole of humanity operates mainly 
according to magic principles in the sense that we desire and 
then act.4 O'Keefe extensively developed the view that magic 
helps the ego contend with pressures from society, the super- 
ego, and religion. His theory is discussed in the next section. 

As is true of all scientific theories, however stirring and ap- 
pealing, the evolutionist theory also evoked opposition. The 
main critique of it, and certainly the most crushing one, was that 
formulated by Edward Evans-Pritchard and his successors, 
though they had been preceded by several others, among whom 
Robert Marett features most prominently. Although Marett was 
not altogether free of evolutionist inclinations, his theory was 
more moderate than Frazer's and he attacked some aspects of 
Frazer's work in his articles. In any event, magic in Marett's the- 
ory occupied a completely different position from the one it held 
in the theories of his predecessors. Marett's critique was based, 
above all, on opposition to what he considered Tylor's and Fraz- 
er's excessively intellectualist description of the savage: "Savage 
religion is something not so much thought out as danced out."44 


At its foundation are not only a primitive worldview but also 


feelings, aspirations, and actions. 

In his article “Pre-Animistic Religion,” Marett questioned the 
perception of animism as an adequate definition of religion and 
an explanation of its initial development and suggested viewing 
animatism as a stage that, logically and historically, precedes the 
animistic stage of religion. This stage was characterized by the 
belief in mana—a supernatural and impersonal magic-religious 
power. Rather than the belief in personal incorporeal spirits, this 
belief is the one that, in Marett's view, was the minimal definition 
of religion and thus also of magic. Marett tied all the phenomena 
touching on the human attitude toward the supernatural to a 
common source—the belief in mana—thus actually rejecting any 
distinction between them at the initial stage of their devel- 
opment. In his view, this was the “magico-religious” stage.45 

Marett developed his view concerning the beginning of magic 
religion in another article, where he disputed Frazer's theory. He 
rejected the idea about the role that human disappointment with 
magic played in the emergence of a new, religious historical 
stage. Instead, he tried to show that the contribution of magic to 
religion, with which it coexists without any separation, had actu- 
ally been positive rather than negative. Here, too, Marett con- 
tested the intellectualism of his predecessors when he placed the 
performative aspect at the center of the magic phenomenon. The 
magic act, he argued, precedes the magic theory. The analysis of 
magic acts and their contribution to religion brought Marett to 
determine two stages in magicoreligious activity. The first, which 
he called basic magic, is characterized by action on a symbol out 
of emotional intentions toward the symbolized. At this stage the 


performers are unaware of the symbolism in their actions, which 


originate in the emotional (and not the intellectual) dimension of 
their personality and, at the psychological level, join the other 
ways they rely on to cope with the world. Magic functions as a 
means of liberation from oppressive feelings caused by the dis- 
tress and difficulties the performers encounter in life, easing and 
improving their ability to act. The relief that follows the liberation 
from negative feelings is at the basis of magic activity and was 
therefore preserved in the second stage of magic’s development 
as well, when magic activity was accompanied by awareness of 
its symbolism. Its performers, who understood that their actions 
fail to attain anything, developed instead a theoretical system 
whose role was to justify and preserve the liberating symbolic 
activity. This system deeply persuaded the “savages” of magic's 
effectiveness and helped to preserve it, until they not only be- 
came its users but also were influenced by it.46 This presentation 
of magic made Marett the first scholar to view magic positively 
and to claim that it made a concrete contribution. 

Marett's positive attitude toward magic moved him to seri- 
ously examine its components. He determined that the spell is 
the core of the magic ritual and explained it as a turn to a per- 
sonal power, a turn meant to hasten the realization of a wish. In 
doing so, Marett emphasized the psychological purpose of 
magic talk and negated the impersonal, scientific character that 
Frazer sought to ascribe to magic. The mana idea, which Frazer 
ascribed to the religion stage, is already present, according to 
Marett, in the stage of developed magic. The transition from 
developed magic to religion, from spell to prayer, does not in- 
volve the anthropomorphization of the powers that operate the 


word but rather a change in the human attitude toward the 


supernatural power. Whereas the spell acknowledges the arbi- 
trariness of this power and seeks to impose magic necessity on 
it, prayer turns to its will and seeks to influence it to be so kind 
as to help the petitioner. In the transition from spell to prayer, 
then, will replaces necessity and request replaces imposition in 
the relationship between humans and the supernatural whose 
help they seek.47 

Marett opened up a new way of looking at magic that quite a 
few adopted, rejecting the historical distinction between magic 
and religion as separate stages of human development.t8 Schol- 
ars, then, were divided concerning the origin of these cultural 
phenomena and their mutual relationships, but all based their in- 
quiry on phenomenological foundations. They sought to rest the 
distinction between magic and religion on essentialist differ- 
ences between the phenomena themselves. The real change in 
the treatment of this question came from an entirely different 
direction. 


SOCIOLOGY OF MAGIC 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a school of thought 
evolved in France that sought to explain religion and magic by re- 
sorting to sociological tools, placing society rather than the indi- 
vidual at the focus. The most prominent researchers in this 
school were Emile Durkheim, Henri Hubert, Marcel Mauss, and 
Lucien Lévy-Bruhl.*? These and other scholars, such as the Ger- 
man sociologist Max Weber and the British anthropologist Alfred 
Radcliffe-Brown, viewed religion as, above all, a kind of social 
activity. They based religion's origin, function, and aims on a so- 
cial system, which was so deeply necessary that, without it, reli- 
gion would simply be impossible. Therefore, according to this 
view, religion's explanation should be sought and formulated in 
social terms.5° This shared basic view, on which these scholars 
also founded their respective attitudes toward magic, derived di- 
rectly or indirectly from William Robertson Smith. Besides being 
a classic evolutionist, Robertson Smith is also considered the 
founder of the sociology of religion.5" 

Robertson Smith, whose main concern was ancient Semitic 
cultures, was the first to claim that religion should above all be 
seen as a collective practice, a social parallel to government insti- 
tutions: “Religion was a part of the organised social life into 
which a man was born, and to which he conformed through life 
in the same unconscious way in which men fall into any habitual 
practice of the society in which they live.”52 Elsewhere, he ex- 
plains, “Thus a man was born into a fixed relation to certain gods 
as surely as he was born into relation to his fellow-men; and his 
religion, that is, the part of conduct which was determined by his 


relation to the gods, was simply one side of the general scheme 


of conduct prescribed for him by his position as member of 


3 Religion, then, is a social matter. Its objective is al- 
ways collective, and it cannot serve individuals in their entirely 
personal turn to the gods. Hence there is an entire realm of 
human needs and aspirations that religion, by its very essence, 
cannot help to fulfill. This issue becomes particularly evident 
when these needs and aspirations clash with the good of the 
community. In such cases, when individuals require help from 
supernatural powers, they must create contact with them by 
other means. That is what magic is for5* Robertson Smith thus 
contrasted magic with religion, but not on the basis of an essen- 
tialist comparison between them but by reference to the social 
context of their respective aims. Although he does not define 
magic, it is clear that he views it as the set of means through 
which individuals seek to enlist the help of supernatural powers 
to fulfill their private wishes. 

According to Robertson Smith, this fundamental distinction 
between religion and magic had an immediate consequence, 
which affected the standing and character of the powers that 
served individuals in their magic action. Religion addressed the 
friendly and beneficent powers: the gods of the community, 
which were considered the noblest in the supernatural hierarchy. 
These powers viewed the community favorably and wanted its 
best. Beside them, the community recognized the existence of 
additional entities, which were inferior to the gods. Religion 
adopted some of these and altogether ignored others, which only 
came to the fore "in private popular superstition, or by those 
who professed the art of constraining demonic powers to do 


them service and obey their commands."55 The powers that were 


activated through magic were thus inferior to those that religion 
turned to. The conflict of interest between the welfare of the indi- 
vidual who activated the powers and the welfare of the entire 
community gave rise to the negative character assigned to these 
entities. For Robertson Smith, then, religion is a collective insti- 
tution through which the entire community approaches its lofty 
and beneficent gods to seek their help, whereas magic seeks to 
enlist in its service inferior and negative entities to satisfy private 
needs that often contradict those of society. 

Robertson Smith's deep influence on the French school of the 
sociology of religion is also manifest in the attitude toward 
magic. The view of Durkheim, the school’s founder, is actually a 
variation on the view of magic suggested by Robertson Smith. 
Durkheim hardly considers magic in his studies. In its few men- 
tions in The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, in which 
Durkheim sets out his position on religion, he suggests a defi- 


nition of magic based solely on its social rather than its essen- 
tialist characteristics. In his view, differentiating between magic 
and religion by reference to the form or the content of their typ- 
ical activity is impossible. Myths, rituals, songs, dances, sacri- 
fices, and a turn to higher powers are common in both religion 
and magic, and their manifestations are not only similar but at 
times even identical. What distinguishes them is their place in 
the social setting: Whereas magic is an individual concern, reli- 
gion is established by and serves the community as a whole. 

Like Robertson Smith, then, Durkheim also identifies magic 
through its contrast with religion's collective character, but he 
shifts the contrast from the aims of actions to their performative 


standing. Religion is always performed in distinctly social 


settings. Religious beliefs belong not only to each community 
member but to the collective as such. They define the commu- 
nity's unity and create a sense of participation among its mem- 
bers when they translate these into a shared ritual. Magic, by 
contrast, is personal by its very essence and is therefore realized 
individually. The belief in it, even if shared by community mem- 
bers as individuals, does not constitute or consolidate the 
community as a collective because magic-related activity is in- 
variably performed between individuals: the sorcerer and the 
client he ѕегуеѕ.56 

In his approach, which grants precedence to the society over 
the individual, Durkheim suggests viewing religion as a phenom- 
enon that fundamentally precedes magic. He views magic as a 
secondary branch of religion and as based on religious prin- 
ciples. Durkheim absolutely rejects Frazer's version of the evolu- 
tionist theory and casts doubt on the possibility that any sorcerer 
would think along the lines of sympathetic laws, when reality and 
experience neither justify nor encourage such a hypothesis. In 
his view, these laws have their source in religion, where they 
serve as part of the perception of holiness and the holy powers. 
Only at a secondary stage was their scope of application ex- 
panded from the holy to the profane, and they then turned into 


"magic natural law: 


Durkheim's view concerning the collective essence of religion 
decisively influenced several contemporary scholars of religion 
and magic, as evident in the shared endeavor of Henri Hubert 
and Marcel Mauss, who attempted to analyze the magic phe- 
nomenon with sociological tools in Equisse d'une théorie générale 


de la magie (An Outline of a General Theory of Magic).58 Later, 


this work appeared in a revised English translation authored 
solely by Mauss and bearing a more assertive title: A General 
Theory of Magic.5? This work is an attempt to analyze magic as а 
universal and homogeneous cultural phenomenon, resting on a 
discussion of its manifestations in different cultures at various 
times and weaving them into one common picture. 

Mauss did use the methodological tools developed by 
Durkheim for the analysis of magic, but he did not accept 
Durkheim's conclusions. Mauss clarifies already at the start that 
magic, like religion, submits to social rules and that magic also 
is a defined social realm of action, an agreed-on and stable tradi- 
tional ritual under strict social control. Hence no random or en- 
tirely personal action can be considered magic. Underlying his 
view of magic are three principles: activity, communality, and 
definability. Mauss held that this realm of activity can be defined 
as social and yet as still different from and even opposed to reli- 
gion. Mauss agreed with Durkheim's claim that the form or the 
content of a ritual activity does not help to distinguish magic 
from religion, and he rejected the attempts to do this by identi- 
fying magic with sympathetic action, the character of the human 
turn to the supernatural powers, or the automatic measure of 
their response. In Mauss's view, all these are incapable of clearly 
and sharply differentiating magic rituals from religious rituals. 

The method, Mauss argued, must be different. We must point 
to a distinctly magic ritual—the magic ritual—and, through it, 
characterize the phenomenon as a whole. In his view, a type of 
such rituals that clearly convey the magic phenomenon is avail- 
able. These are the rituals of maleficent magic, intended for 


harming others. These rituals are the antithesis of the classic 


religious rituals that, according to Mauss, deal with sacrifice: 
“We have, in other words, two extremes which form the differing 
poles of magic religion: the pole of sacrifice and the pole of evil 
spells.”5° The reason for identifying maleficent rituals as the 
clearest expression of magic as a whole is neither their content 
nor their mode of performance. Religion also contains such rit- 
uals at times. What turns them into magic is the social prohi- 
bition to perform them. Mauss sums up: “A magical rite is any 
rite which does not play a part in organized cults—it is private, se- 
cret, mysterious and approaches the limit of a prohibited rite." 
By contrast, religion is the commanded ritual. This method, 
which establishes the distinction between magic and religion 
solely on the social legitimation of the ritual's performance, en- 
tirely detaches the issue not only from the essentialist aspects of 
rituals but also from those social aspects of their performance 
that Robertson Smith and Durkheim pointed to. The only de- 
mand tied to the act itself is that it should be a ritual.62 The only 
element that dictates the ritual's essence as being either magic or 
religion is the attitude of the society toward it (or more precisely, 
the attitude of the social institutions that dictate the limits of 
what is permitted within it). 

Determining magic's social character was only the first part of 
Mauss's general theory. In the second part he offered a metic- 
ulous description and analysis of its components. Except for O'- 
Keefe's comprehensive work, no other study as detailed and 
ambitious as Mauss's has ever attempted to map the formal and 
thematic components of magic. Mauss had two aims: (1) to 
demonstrate that all the elements of magic activity (the sorcerer, 


his rituals of initiation, the personal and impersonal foundations 


of ritual, the rituals of entry and exit from it, the role of its spec- 
tators) are a result of social conventions and are never arbitrary 
or personal, and (2) to demonstrate that all these conventions 
have only one purpose: to remove the magic ritual, with all it en- 
tails, from the realm of the normal. Mauss tied this removal to 
the “magic potential” he identified as the basis for the belief in 
the efficacy of magic. After showing that the three elements com- 
monly included in descriptions of magic—sympathetic relation- 
ships, magical properties, and demonology—are insufficient to 
explain the belief in it, Mauss turned to the mana, the universal 
supernatural power, which he presented as the basis for the be- 
lief in magic's efficacy and even for its very existence. 

According to Mauss, magic power is the key concept of the 
magic worldview. Believers in this power view it as a potential for 
action in an environment with laws different from ours that, 
under certain abnormal conditions, can be implemented in our 
world as well. All the components of magic are therefore directed 
to the abnormal. Their purpose is to create in the world a kind of 
vacuum from normality, an abnormal space that will draw in the 
magic power and enable its action.$? Hence the magic claim, the 
magic principle, anticipates experience. Magic power is an a pri- 
ori concept that serves as the foundation of the belief in the effi- 
cacy of magic beyond any specific performance and beyond any 
practical success or failure of magic rituals. The belief in magic 
power is what prevents criticism of magic's efficacy and extracts 
it from the realm of doubt. According to Mauss, this belief is a 
universal category of thought. In some societies it is exter- 
nalized, and in others it exists below the threshold of conscious- 


ness. Magic power is also the platform of religion, because "not 


only is the idea of mana more general than that of the sacred, but 
... the sacred is inherent in the notion of mana and derives from 
it. It would probably be fair to say that the sacred is a species of 
the genus mana." 

Members of the Année sociologique circle, who were inspired 
by Durkheim, neglected the evolutionist aspect of the magic- 
religion relationship in favor of social aspects. Max Weber tried 
to integrate these two options of interpretation. In The Sociology 
of Religion, he proposed viewing religion as a historical stage that 
succeeds magic and is based on the development of the soci- 
ety's perception of God. The transition to the religious stage did 
not lead to any essential changes in the means that served soci- 
ety to attain its aims, that is, in the form or the contents of the 
rite. The two main features of the religious rite, prayer and sacri- 
fices, rest on magic rituals and at times are even identical to 
them. Nor did the aims change. Both magic and religion mean to 
improve life in this world. What did change, according to Weber, 
is the social organization of those responsible for performing the 
rituals. The expansion of God's power in human thought and his 
transformation into a supreme ruler of personal character dis- 
tanced God from magic means. New means meant to propitiate 
him, such as prayer and gifts, penetrated the ritual and were 
added to existing ones. This development of metaphysical 
thought and its related ethics led to the most essential change: 
the growth of a priestly class, which replaced sorcerers in the rit- 
uals used to connect with God. The difference between priests 
and sorcerers does not come forth in their attitude toward God, 
their areas of knowledge, or their levels of erudition but in their 


social class. The character of the priesthood as an organized 


but makes two main changes in it: Magic tightens the perfor- 
mative script down to the finest details and replaces the collec- 
tive safety intended by the religious ritual by giving individuals 
the courage to speak, to act and to think, and thereby to hope. 

4. Magic scripts draw their social efficacy largely from preex- 
isting or prefigured agreements ("synthesized a priori"). Their 
power stems from a dialectic process founded on two elements: 
a temporary relaxation of normal social directives that makes 
room for deviant activity and an overvaluation of this deviant 
activity that turns it into a paragon, as part of the community's 
social agreement: "Magic continually recycles itself back into reli- 


gion and social consensus by ... relaxing the frame to produce 


exceptional experiences and then interpreting and patterning 
them according to the traditional agreements of the culture." 

5. Magic borrows its symbols from religion and then uses 
them to attack religion and argue with it, as part of a dialectic 
process that renews religion itself. The change in religion, which 
is thus compelled to answer magic's challenge, is expressed in 
both social and ideological aspects. Magic, for its part, develops 
at times into a new religious sect, but because such a sect is only 
meaningful in the context of the symbolic and conceptual frame- 
work of the religion it attacks, it should be viewed as part of the 
entire religious whole. Indeed, religion sometimes absorbs the 
magic sect and institutionalizes it within its own framework so 
that it can serve its own needs. O'Keefe identifies the source of 
the magic protest not in the contents or the procedures common 
in religion but in the fact of magic's absence from religion. When 
religion is absent ("in the sense of sacral-magical religion")72 ог 


excessive (referring to antimagical overintellectualism ог 


overmoralism or to a monopolistic takeover of magic activity by 
the religious establishment), the human need for personal magic 
cannot be satisfied and seeks fulfillment in various magic sects. 
In these cases, magic offers itself in concentrated form within 
religion's symbolic system. 

6. Logically, and in the few cases where the developmental se- 
quence can also be traced historically, magic follows from reli- 
gion rather than vice versa. O'Keefe prepared the ground for this 
claim in postulate 5. Here, he substantiates it and seeks to 
demonstrate that the fact that religion includes magic a priori 
does not contradict the fact that magic develops from religion 
and as a response to it: 

7. Magic is a by-product of the projection of society in its reli- 
gion. O'Keefe adopts the anthropological-sociological claim that 
religion reflects the values and the structure of the society or of 
its ruling groups. He therefore concludes that magic’s challenge 


to religion is also partly directed against the society and its struc- 


ture, values, and laws. 

8. Religion is the institution that creates and shapes magic for 
society. O'Keefe argues that, despite the close mutual relation- 
ships and the great similarity between magic and religion, the 
two should not be equated, not even in essentialist terms. He 
determines that the core of religion's various expressions— 
sacrifice, mysticism, myth, prayer—is magic in the weak sense 
and claims that religion enables magic by shaping the magic 
symbolic potential and by presenting it openly as part of its own 
practice. This symbolism becomes magic in the strict sense 
when it is institutionally used in instrumental terms outside reli- 


gious frameworks.^ In O'Keefe's view, sacrifice and initiation аге 


the most salient instances of this process. He discerns at their 
basis the key concept shared by both religious and magical prac- 
tices—the group, as based on membership within it—and ex- 
plains that both sacrifice and initiation “are born together when 
membership [in the group] becomes problematical. They smooth 
transitions for the group ... ; they also strengthen group mem- 
bers.... In this, they are preludes to the birth of the individual."?5 

9. Magic protects the self. This is the heart of O'Keefe's the- 
ory. O'Keefe examines at length, with psychological tools, the 
positive functioning of magic and emphasizes its contribution to 
the individual: "What it comes down to is a matter of life or 
death. At a limit, in a show-down, what magic defends the self 
against is death."75 He determines that the influence of magic fo- 
сизе on psychic processes tied to the semiconscious self and 
that these processes are related to repression and to uncon- 
scious pressures that the individual is exposed to. O'Keefe also 
points to the link between strong social pressures and the 
repression of the self. He analyzes the reciprocal relationships 
between acts of magic and the psychological processes through 
which these acts exert their influence, protecting the self from 
the death implicit in the social pressures that target it. 

10. Magic helped to develop the institution of the individual. 
O'Keefe relies on his previous conclusions to expand on the con- 
tribution of magic in the social context as well. A clear parallel 
prevails, in his view, between the development of magic and the 
advancement of the social structure. He views the tribal era as a 
decisive stage in this regard, because it was then that the main 
realms of magic activity took shape. The reason is the expansion 


and enhancement of the social structure, processes that 


obstructed the individual's inclusion in it. In turn, this obstruc- 
tion gave rise to the concept of the individual, and magic rituals 
henceforth served as “the agency that performs the social manu- 
facture of individuals."7 Society itself, then, creates the means 
for strengthening the individual within it. Individuals then use 
these means to rebel against society and resist the pressures it 
imposes on them, but society ultimately benefits from this rebel- 
lion, which stimulates development and progress. 

11. Magic, especially black magic, is a key to the social pres- 
sures exerted on individual selves. Like Mauss, O'Keefe holds 
that black magic is the earliest, most radical, and most distinct of 
all magic practices. In his view, however, magic in its simplest 
form—witchcraft—lacks any magic characteristics. This fact and 
the close link of witchcraft to totemism drove O'Keefe to assume 
that belief in witchcraft and the fear of it are earlier than magic. 
He identifies their source at the social level: "Witch fears are reli- 
gious projections of society's power to kill. The witch accusation 
is the individual's first magic, his first counterattack on social 
consensus. Voodoo death is experienced in dreams and halluci- 
nations as an attack by a totemic animal. The victim beats off the 
attack by accusing the moral entrepreneur ... of being the exact 
opposite of every social value, of being a witch."28 The historical 
persistence of the dread of witchcraft in many different societies 
is a product of their consistent recourse to witchcraft as a tool 
for exerting pressure on the individuals within them. The exis- 
tence of magic practices for contending with witchcraft shows 
that magic is indeed meant to protect the individual from such 
pressure. 


12. The persistent presence of magic in modern culture is a 


product of social pressures that continue to prevail and endan- 
ger the self in contemporary society. 

13. Magic symbolism travels easily and accumulates in the 
course of history. O'Keefe uses the claim that the sociological 
category of mobility characterizes magic knowledge and sym- 
bolism. In its light, he reviews the development and the func- 
tioning of the occult sciences, clarifying the standing of magic in 
relation to the other cultural realm to which it is often linked— 
science. 

O'Keefe, then, took elements from sociological research and 
from the psychological study of magic and tied them together 
into a dialectical psychosociological theory. His method seeks to 
consider the place of magic in religion and its vital role in pro- 
tecting individuals from the pressures of society and even res- 
cuing them from the death that could befall them as a result of 
these pressures. At the social level, O'Keefe's theory points to 
the role of magic in the birth of the individual. The birth of the 
individual threatened society but ultimately contributed to its 
development. The symbiotic relationship between religion and 
magic reflects a similar pattern in the relationship between soci- 
ety and the individual. Just as society precedes the individual, 
who is born into it and draws the contents of his own self from 
the culture, so religion is related to magic. And as the individual, 
who is born into a rigid coercive framework, defies it and strug- 
gles for existence as a separate personality and is finally con- 
tained within the collective and affects it, magic does so in rela- 
tion to religion. But this is not only a reflection. Essential rela- 
tions of cooperation prevail between social and symbolic sys- 


tems. Society symbolizes itself in its religion and thereby 


imposes itself on its individual members. Individuals, for their 
part, use magic to protect themselves from society and to defy it. 
Finally, both magic and individuals are contained within these 
broader frameworks and leave their impression on them. Accord- 
ing to O'Keefe, this dynamic dialectic has recurred in waves 
since the dawn of history. 

As noted, O'Keefe published his book toward the end of the 
twentieth century, when dozens of anthropological fieldwork re- 
ports dealing with the phenomena he had researched had already 
been published. Those findings and the methodological reflec- 
tions that followed were before him and he used them, even 
though they were not always in agreement, to fashion his 
method. Let’s return to that period at the beginning of the twen- 
tieth century when the study of magic ceased to be an object of 
general theoretical hypotheses and became focused and obser- 
vation based. The scholars who preceded anthropological field- 
work had all been partners to the same methodological fallacy: 
The research data they used had been collected by others, mostly 
without proper method or control. The researchers had no 
immediate knowledge of the objects of their research and were 
thus unable to trace the role of magic in their cultures’ web of 
life, myth, and ritual. This situation underwent a fundamental 
change in the early decades of the twentieth century with the 
development of anthropological fieldwork. 


MAGIC, RELIGION, AND RATIONALITY IN ANTHROPO- 
LOGICAL RESEARCH 

Bronislaw Malinowski's fieldwork in the Trobriand Islands, east 
of New Guinea, marked a breakthrough in anthropological re- 
search, and magic played a significant role in it? Malinowski 
was the first anthropologist to focus attention on magic in the 
lives of the “primitives” he studied closely for a long period and 
the first to formulate a general theory of magic relying on his ac- 
quaintance with its function in the society he researched. His 
views on this subject were thoroughly articulated in 1925 in his 
article “Magic, Science, and Religion,” in which he sought to de- 
scribe the origin, function, and mutual relationships of these 
three cultural phenomena. Right at the start, Malinowski calls 
for removing magic from the realm of thought and knowledge 
exclusively and viewing it as, above all, a kind of human behav- 
ior. This behavior is based on thought, feeling, and will and is re- 


lated to all aspects of “primitive man's" life: faith, action, per- 
sonal experience, and social organization. Malinowski's 


course, then, leans toward Marett and Durkheim, though Fraz- 


er's influence is also evident in it. Malinowski adopted Frazer's 
triple distinction between magic, religion, and science and the 
connection of magic to ѕсіепсе.22 On this point, Malinowski cre- 
ated a unique synthesis, combining a functionalist view of magic 
activity (and of religious and scientific activity) with an emphasis 
on its personal-emotional foundations.23 

Like Wundt and Marett, Malinowski saw magic as an expres- 
sion of feelings, but he explained the phenomenon differently. 
He claimed that magic follows from the human need to confront 


the distress, frustration, and despair accompanying the 


impotence that human beings often experience in their lives. The 
examination of human behavior taught him that, at these times 
of crises, we unwittingly tend to express our feelings through 
symbolic words and acts. He judged that the similarity of this 
spontaneous behavior to spells and magic rituals was too great 
to be just random chance. He therefore concluded that the basis 
of magic ritual was the social ritualization of the spontaneous 
human reactions accompanying the strong emotional responses 
evoked by crisis, failure, and distress. From this perspective 
there is no room for identifying every magic ritual with sympa- 
thetic activity, as Frazer suggested, given that it often functions 
in an entirely different realm—the emotional one. In these cases 
the components of the ritual are not intended to represent the 
target of magic sympathetically but to externalize the performers" 
feelings toward the object of their action. 

Malinowski's claim about the emotional importance of magic 
was based on observations concerning its function in the daily 
lives of the Trobriand Islanders. He discovered that some ac- 
tions in their lives abounded in "magic support," whereas others 
lacked such "support." The key to the difference was the degree 
of danger attached to the actions and the degree of anxiety about 
their performance. Malinowski concluded that "primitives" use 
magic as a means to help them overcome anxiety and to enable 
them to function in crisis situations. In this realm, magic plays 


an infinitely important existential role. 


Magic supplies primitive man with a firm belief in his power 
of succeeding; it provides him also with a definite mental and 
pragmatic technique wherever his ordinary means fail him. It 


thus enables man to carry out with confidence his most vital 


tasks, and to maintain his poise and his mental integrity 
under circumstances which, without the help of magic, would 
demoralize him by despair and anxiety, by fear and hatred, by 


unrequited love and impotent hate.5 


In Malinowski's terms, “The function of magic is to ritualize 
man's optimism, to enhance his faith in the victory of hope over 
fear."85 
Malinowski's findings match Maret's view not only con- 

cerning the emotional character of magic rituals but also con- 
cerning the central standing of the spell in them. Malinowski ar- 
gues that for primitive man, magic knowledge means knowledge 
of the spell to be uttered in the course of the ritual, a spell where 
the ritual’s performative power is concentrated. In every impor- 
tant magic ritual the spell includes mention of the tribe's mytho- 
logical forefathers and of their role in the transmission of magic 
to the tribe. Every event of this kind is therefore tied to the tribe's 
magic myth and rests on it. Usually, the magic myth is integrated 
into the core of the ritual and tied to myths about the sorcerer's 
power and the magic powers he controls. The myth is thereby ex- 
cluded from the realm of historical hypotheses and is assigned 
an entirely different social role, attesting to the validity of the 
tribe's magic and strengthening faith in its efficacy. Mali- 
nowski's analysis of the Trobriand Islanders' historical myth 

showed him that, when the myth related to magic, it told the 
story of magic's entry into the tribe and its transmission within it 
but not the story of its emergence. Malinowski explained this by 
claiming that the islanders do not perceive magic as a human 
invention but as an ancestral power that has forever been present 


in the world, for their sake. In the tribe's perception, magic's 


significant starting point is its actual entry into the tribe and, for 
this reason, its mythical history is always related to human his- 
tory. This insight, together with his view concerning magic’s 
emotional foundation, moved Malinowski to question the notion 
that magic is related to mana. Magical power, he argued, is the 
opposite of this mighty and arbitrary natural power. This is a spe- 
cial human power meant to serve humans when confronting the 
powers of nature. In the tribal consciousness it is tied to the 
traditional ritual practice that the founding fathers bequeathed to 
the tribe.57 

Malinowski endorsed a functional approach concerning 
magic. He traced its role and assessed its contribution to the 
proper course of life in the community he examined. His attitude 
toward religion and science was similar. He based the differ- 
ences between the three phenomena magic, religion, and sci- 
ence—on the way each of them served the individual and the 
society. This view drove him to determine that magic is a pseu- 
doscience. Like the aims of science (or, more exactly, 
technology),5* the aims of magic are always geared to the satis- 
faction of limited and well-defined needs. The deception that this 
pseudoscience is founded on is that its set of assumptions and 
principles is not based on normal everyday experience but on 
strong emotional situations. Magic is characterized by the belief 
that a wish expressed with strong passion cannot disappoint, 
rather than by (scientific) recognition of the validity of logic and 
experience. Religion is different from magic in that it does not 
serve for the attainment of goals outside it but is instead a col- 
lection of actions whose very goal is their performance.2° The 


religious ritual is performed for performance’s sake, whereas the 


magic ritual seeks to attain something beyond. This is not the 
only difference between them. The solutions that magic and reli- 
gion offer humans differ in almost every possible regard: Magic 
offers faith in human beings and in their ability to contend with 
nature through the magic charm in their possession, whereas 
religion offers faith in providential supernatural powers, whose 
help humans must obtain; magic requires defined and limited 
action, whereas religion is characterized by general and complex 
action; magic has a restricted myth with only one concern— 
previous magic successes—whereas religion has a broad and 
diversified myth. But religion and magic also have something in 
common: Humans resort to them in the same circumstances of 
crisis and grave emotional distress. 

Malinowski determined that these differences enable us to 
identify the singular contribution of each cultural domain— 
magic, religion, and science—to the proper functioning of the 
tribe and its members. Science is the source of knowledge about 
the environment. It gives humans an advantage over animals and 
helps them to survive. Religion serves as a tool for social harmo- 
nization. It encourages desirable beliefs and helps the tribe to 
function properly as a community. Magic strengthens the indi- 
viduals' belief in their power to overcome crises that their scien- 
tiic knowledge cannot help to solve. All three, then, uniquely 
contribute to the proper functioning of the society and to its 
members’ existence.9 

Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, also a functionalist and indeed one of 
the most radical, suggests a scheme different from Malinowski's 
for describing the social function of magic and religion. In his 


study of the Andaman Islanders in the Gulf of Bengal, 


Radcliffe-Brown found no grounds in their culture for a distinc- 
tion between magic and religion. He presents their religious and 
magic beliefs as part of one conception and describes in similar 
terms the interpretation of the rituals related to them.32 His com- 
ment on the impossibility of defining Andamanian religion on 
essentialist grounds and on the consequent difficulty of distin- 
guishing religious phenomena from others in their society expli- 
cates this trend.23 His perception of magic rituals as part of reli- 
gious ritualism and his location of their function in the context of 
religion at the level of preserving society (rather than the indi- 


vidual) are based on this state of affairs.24 Radcliffe-Brown con- 


fronts Malinowski on two counts. First, he refuses to recognize 
magic rituals as the source of the individual's psychic strengths 
and hopes when facing a threatening world. In his view, not only 
do magic-religious rituals often fail to reduce fears, but they also 
patently create them and enhance them.25 He also rejects the 
very notion of magic functioning at the indi 


иа! level and en- 
tirely removes magic-religious activity in preliterate tribes from 
the personal level (be it at the technical practical level or at the 
emotional one). For the first time in the study of magic, Rad- 
cliffe-Brown limits its function to the social level: Magic religion, 
by its very rituality, serves the harmonious existence of the soci- 
ety and thereby its very existence.95 

About a decade after Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown re- 
turned from their pioneering research voyages in the Indian 
Ocean islands and began to publish their findings, the talented 
British anthropologist Edward Evans-Pritchard began his studies 
in East Africa. Evans-Pritchard's imprint can be detected in al- 


most every anthropological study of magic written since he 


published his book Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic Among the 
Azande in 1937. Many view this work as the most important and 
certainly the most influential anthropological study in the area of 
magic and perhaps in modern anthropology in general.?7 Evans- 
Pritchard's starting point for the study of magic is entirely dif- 
ferent from that of his predecessors. He attempts to examine in 
the field the view of the French philosopher-sociologist Lucien 

Lévy-Bruhl about the special mentality of “primitive peoples,” of 
which magic was a prominent manifestation. 

Lévy-Bruhl held that attempts to understand the primitive 
mentality by relying on personal and Western thought ("Why 
would | act so if | were in their place?”) were unfounded to begin 
with. He claimed that thinking is never private and is always the 
product of a set of mental and linguistic collective represen- 
tations of the society a person lives in. These shared represen- 
tations anticipate private thinking and impose themselves on it. 
Humans absorb these in their childhood, and their assimilation 
into their consciousness shapes their worldview according to the 
collective model within which they grew up. Each society's men- 
tal pattern is slightly different, hence the differences in their 
worldviews. Beyond this, however, humanity can be divided into 
two main types of societies—primitive and civilized—which are 
essentially different in their characteristic mental patterns. West- 
ern rational thinking is based on logical-scientific categories, 
whereas primitive thinking operates within a “supernatural,” 


"prelogical “ 


‘magic-religious” category. In primitive societies 
this category of thinking creates a world entirely different from 


ours. 


The reality surrounding the primitives is itself mystical. Not a 


single being or object or natural phenomenon in their collec- 
tive representations is what appears to be in our minds. Al- 
most everything that we perceive therein either escapes their 
attention or is a matter of indifference to them. On the other 
hand, they see many things there of which we are 


unconscious.2& 


The difference between these two types of thinking is evident 
in both content and structure. Concerning the content, primitive 
thinking is pervaded by basic assumptions about reality that are 
entirely alien to Western thought. Concerning the structure, this 
thinking displays great toleration of factual contradictions within 
it. 

Lévy-Bruhl emphasized that the source of the difference is not 
biological, as many of his contemporaries then held, but social. 
A different agreed-on scheme of collective representations devel- 
oped in each of these types of society, which fashioned different 
worldviews and different behavior patterns. Hence we cannot de- 
scribe primitive thinking as irrational or as rationally mistaken, in 
the sense attached to "rational" thought in Western culture. 
Primitive thinking has a rationality of its own. At its basis is the 
law of participation, which implies a linkage between the individ- 
ual's personality and things in the world. In the primitive men- 
tality the borders of the personality and its links with other parts 


of reality are different from those accepted in “civilized logi 
Hence matters that civilized logic identifies as separate from one 
another are linked and identified with one another in primitive 
thought to the point of being perceived as one entity. Rather than 
retarded development, then, it is the law of participation that is 


responsible for the essential difference between “primitive” and 


“civilized” mentality.22 

Evans-Pritchard took Lévy-Bruhl's theory seriously but felt un- 
easy about it in principle. First, he dismissed the notion of all 
“primitive” contents of thought as “mystical,” that is, as involv- 
ing a belief in the influence of supernatural powers in all matters. 
At a more fundamental level, Evans-Pritchard was troubled by the 
idea of mental differences between various human societies 
touching on the very process of thought. The claim concerning 
the tolerance of primitive peoples toward contradictions seemed 
to him especially unfounded.1°° He also held that we should not 
generalize and speak about primitive thinking. Instead, we 
should examine in detail the conceptual world of the societies 
purportedly sharing this type of thought, an endeavor that is only 
possible by considering how the language, and the concepts it 
represents, function in the day-to-day life of the society at 
stake.101 His fieldwork among the Azande in Sudan was directed 
precisely to this aim. 

Evans-Pritchard chose for his study a society in which witch- 
craft (meaning maleficence through spiritual means, including 
divination and the healing magic related to it) was a central con- 
cept of the culture and thus a key for understanding its thinking 
and its worldview. His study proved that, in Azande culture, 
witchcraft, divination, and magic create a consistent spectrum of 
beliefs and behaviors whose components are mutually related 
through logical ties. The views underlying this spectrum are in- 
deed strange and alien to Western thinking, but assuming that 
they are the given, the internal structure of the theoretical and 
practical conclusions derived from them do rest on consistent 


itchard agreed with Lévy-Bruhl that the 


rational thinking. Evans- 


contents characteristic of this thinking are a social matter. The 
Azande, then, differ from us in their belief in witchcraft. But once 
we become used to these contents and accept them as a basis 
for understanding mishaps and failures in human life, we find 
that the thinking and the behavior that the Azande derive from 
them are rational and consistent: “In Zandeland one mystical 
idea follows on another as reasonably as one common-sense 
idea follows on another in our own society.”102 This claim, which 
is the basis for Evans-Pritchard's conclusions on witchcraft 
among the Azande, is his most important contribution to the 
comparative study of magic. Although he was in principle op- 
posed to the expansion of local conclusions to a universal 
theory!03 and although he suggested that his conclusions con- 
cern the Azande alone, his findings did put an end to the discus- 
sion on the alogical character of magical thought.1°4 
Evans-Pritchard’s work and his influence on the anthropo- 
logical study of magic were not limited to the question of ratio- 
nality. His insights concerning both the method and the con- 
tents became cornerstones of anthropological research. Con- 
cerning magic, a distinction that he drew based on the language 
and concepts of the Azande themselves is singularly important. 
He separated witchcraft, a congenital psychophysiological fea- 
ture that enables people to exert maleficent influence on their 
neighbors through spiritual means, from sorcery, a kind of ritual 
activity that, among the Azande, is based on the use of plants 
and is usually accompanied by the uttering of a spelll.195 This dis- 
tinction splits the broad area of magic into two subareas, which 
the studied community itself views as different because of the 


methods typically used in each one of them. This distinction 


between two subareas in the field of magic was welcomed and 
yielded extensive anthropological research on witchcraft through- 
out the world.196 One significant implication of this development 
was an analysis of the social contexts of witchcraft accusations. 
The contributions of Stanley Tambiah, Edmund Leach, and Mary 
Douglas to this analysis are especially interesting. 

By re-decoding the data presented by Malinowski, Tambiah 
pointed to the distinction that Trobriand tribes draw between fe- 
male witchcraft and male sorcery. Female witchcraft is inherited, 
based on an inner power related to childbearing and tied to 
threatening supernatural capabilities, such as disappearance and 
flight, as well as to cannibalism. Its action is always destructive. 
It is dangerous, subversive, and hence illegitimate. Male sorcery, 
by contrast, is scholarly knowledge. It is an acquired legitimate 
asset whose use is a source of pride and displayed social power, 
which serves to preserve the established social order and is in 
turn supported by it. The danger entailed by it is accepted as part 
of its general constructive function that, inter alia, serves for pro- 
tection and salvation from the witches’ harm.!97 

Leach clarified the topology of links between the two kinds of 
“supernatural influence"—controlled or uncontrolled—and the 
social position of the possessors of these powers in the political 
system of a given society. His claim was that controlled super- 
natural power is to be found at the foci of the political authority 
that define the society's structure, whereas uncontrolled powers 
are ascribed to elements that are not part of the social power 
structure as defined through the kinship ties common in the 
society. Accusations of witchcraft (i.e., of possessing an uncon- 


trolled supernatural power that at times erupts from the person 


holding it without ill intentions and even without this person’s 
knowledge) occur in the society between subgroups joined by 
kinship ties, which leave the accused outside the accusers’ au- 
thority structure. Controlled supernatural power, which can be 
identified with sorcery, is the opposite of witchcraft, because it is 
ascribed to those in authority in the society's kinship 
structure.108 

Douglas developed this view into a claim about the connec- 
tion between accusations of witchcraft and the accused's social 
standing. An accusation of possessing uncontrolled maleficent 
powers is tantamount to a call to order of elements whose social 
status is vague. Douglas identifies witchcraft with blurred social 
belongingness, pollution, lack of structure, and margins whose 
power threatens the structure and the individuals in authority 
who guide it and officiate. These individuals hold the controlled 
supernatural power that is the antithesis of witchcraft. This con- 
trast does not reflect the aim of using power—benefit as op- 
posed to harm. Controlled power can harm too. Rather, the con- 
trast between the two types of power lies in the social member- 
ship of their bearers. Social ambiguity is identified with uncon- 
trolled and hence threatening supernatural power. The structure 
(and its political representatives) protects itself from this ambi- 
guity through controlled, restrained, and organized power.109 

Evans-Pritchard’s conclusions concerning the social function 
of the beliefs and behavioral systems related to witchcraft also 
had a decisive influence on the research.!? One of his most sig- 
nificant conclusions was that the belief in witchcraft and all it en- 
tailed functioned as an element that endowed reality with mean- 


ing. Evans-Pritchard showed that the Azande belief that an act of 


witchcraft was behind every mishap or crisis excluded these 
events from the realm of arbitrariness and random causality, ex- 
plaining them in a way that facilitated coping with them actively 
and satisfactorily. Evans-Pritchard recurrently emphasized that 
the Azande understood the direct and natural cause of the nega- 
tive event. They identified the link between the snakebite and the 
illness or between the obstruction on the track and the injury in- 
flicted, but they were not satisfied with this level of under- 
standing and sought an explanation of the event's occurrence: 
Why did the snake bite me? How did it happen that I was the one 
involved in an accident? The Azande answered such questions as 
“Why here?" “Why now?” “Why me?" on two levels: One details 
the natural circumstances of the mishap, and the other deter- 
mines that, in the background of the event, there is an act of 
witchcraft. Once the Azande determined this, they could deal 
with the problem to prevent painful occurrences in the future. 
Claude Lévi-Strauss expanded this claim into a theory of 
magic in general. In his article “The Sorcerer and His Magic,” he 
traces the source of the belief in magic held by the tribe mem- 
bers and by the sorcerer himself. He concludes that this belief 
rests on a deep psychological need to organize the chaos that 
prevails in reality and in the human soul and to endow it with 
meaning. In his view, magic thinking is an intermediate path be- 
tween normal thinking, which seeks meaning in the world, and 
pathological thinking, which suffers from an excess of internal 
meaning: “For only the history of the symbolic function can 
allow us to understand the intellectual condition of man, in 
which the universe is never charged with sufficient meaning and 


in which the mind always has more meanings available than 


there are objects to which to relate them.”112 Magic bridges this 
gap. It provides a stable social pattern that enables humans to 
organize the chaos of reality and, more important, enables them 
to organize the closed and painful feelings evoked by the en- 
counter with the external chaos. 

Although Evans-Pritchard does not explicitly discuss the con- 
nection between religion and magic, his works and the method 
he adopted reveal his view on the matter. He felt no need to con- 
nect these phenomena, as evidenced by the facts that he devoted 
a comprehensive study to witchcraft and sorcery in the Azande 
tribe without tying it to a discussion of their religion and that he 
wrote a profound analysis of the religion of the Nuer without 
dealing with their magic.!”3 In truth, this was not a feeling but a 
strict and consistent research method, which required the schol- 
ar to determine such links based only on their existence in the 
inner conceptual world of the society examined. In his book on 
the Azande Evans-Pritchard writes, “Magic is the chief foe of 
witchcraft, and it would be useless to describe Zande magical 
rites and notions had their beliefs in witches not previously been 
recorded."!!^ But their religion, according to their worldview and 
their conceptual framework, is not related to their magic and 
therefore the discussion of witchcraft and sorcery in their culture 
does not require Evans-Pritchard to address their religion or to 
determine its place in their regard. 

Precisely the same method guided Evans-Pritchard in his 
study of the Nuer tribe: “The rites these people perform might be 
classed, according to some definitions of the term, as magic, but 
in the Nuer classification, which is the one we have to follow if 


we are to delineate their thought and not our own, we are still 


concerned with a relationship between man and Кшоѓй."115 
Evans-Pritchard, then, demands that cultural phenomena be dis- 
cussed only according to the inner conceptual world of the soci- 
ety studied. A general theory about the relationship of magic and 
religion is impossible, because the question—and the answer to 
it—must always depend on a specific cultural context. Any devi- 
ation from this rule means a mistaken and misleading projection 
of concepts from one culture to another or, even worse, a projec- 
tion of the researcher's concepts onto the objects of the 
геѕеагсћ.116 

This demand of Evans-Pritchard's deeply influenced the types 
of solutions that anthropologists suggested to the problem of 
the magic-religion relationship but did not lessen the contro- 
versy between them. Before examining this change, however, we 
should briefly consider the development of the discussion on the 
rationality of magic thinking. Stanley Tambiah is among the more 
prominent scholars concerned with this question. 

Tambiah is one of the most distinguished contemporary an- 
thropologists to offer a new and original view of magic. His main 
concern was decoding the magical mentality and its relationship 
with the scientific mentality. At the basis of his method is a 
moderately relativistic approach, which led him to a discussion 
of rationality, the ability to evaluate cultures on a commen- 
surable basis, and the possibility of translating one culture into 
another's concepts.?7 Tambiah's starting point for the discus- 
sion of sorcery is that we cannot examine magic mentality with 
the criteria of scientific mentality. In his view, analogical thinking, 
which is a conspicuous feature of magic mentality, is one of the 


modes of human thinking in general, including scientific 


thinking. The difference between magic analogical thinking and 
scientific analogical thinking is the kind of analogy that appears 
in each of them. Scientific thinking uses predictive analogy, 
whereas in magic thinking persuasive analogy is common. This 
difference creates different thinking patterns, and therefore exam- 
ining and hence judging magic analogical thinking using the cri- 
teria of scientific thinking is pointless. From this perspective, 
Tambiah criticizes Evans-Pritchard for examining Azande healing 
from a perspective that is too Western. In his view, the basis of 
the problem is Evans-Pritchard's attempt to understand and clas- 
sify the phenomenon according to the Western criteria of “ritual” 
and “empirical.” This way of looking at magic healing and the 
negligible value that Evans-Pritchard assigned to the semantics 
of the ritual led him to disregard the unique analogical thinking 
of magic healing, even though his findings patently attested to its 
presence. Tambiah is even more critical of Robin Horton's at- 
tempt to expose the rationality underlying the thinking of indige- 
nous Africans and compare it to Western scientific thinking. Ê 
The implications of this approach for the magic act are clear. 
Because the magic ritual rests on a thought pattern that differs 
from the scientific one, there is no room for examining it through 
such concepts as correct/incorrect or true/false. These concepts 
were created in scientific thinking, and they therefore suit only 
this type of thinking. Their use in the study of magic, which is 
ruled by another type of analogical thinking, necessarily leads us 
to describe magic as an incomplete science—an act that fails to 
generate causal influence. But this conclusion is irrelevant to 
magic. It follows from mistakenly including magic in a domain of 


thought that is alien to it and from judging magic as though it 


were part of this domain. The semantics of magic rests on per- 
suasive analogy and must therefore be examined by comparison 
to another cultural domain where such an analogy does exist 
rather than by comparison to science. Performative speech, ac- 
cording to Tambiah, is such a domain. Tambiah, then, enlists the 
speech act theory developed by John Austin to examine magic 
and seeks to show that the most appropriate way of describing 
the magic ritual is to present it as a performative utterance, As 
such, judging the ritual by the criteria of Western technology is 
obviously pointless; instead, we should evaluate it in light of pre- 
vailing social norms. The only significant question bearing on 
the validity and the results of magic speech is the extent to which 
it fits the social convention that defines the proper mode of ex- 
pressing performative utterances within whose context it is 
performed. 126 

In his book Magic, Science, Religion, and the Scope of Ratio- 
nality (1995), Tambiah sums up his view on the link between 
rationality and the ways of organizing reality, as he puts it, of 
which magic thinking is one of the most prominent. He argues 
that these ways, which were observed and presented in many an- 
thropological studies, are always a result of the culture in which 
people acquire their conceptual world. Tambiah proposes recog- 
nizing at least two such ways, which differ sharply from one an- 
other according to the central thought category at their respective 
bases: causality or participation. Given that, in his view, the com- 
mensurability of cultures is limited, Tambiah determines that ex- 
plaining and evaluating one system of organizing reality through 
the concepts of another is impossible. This applies to religion, 


whose “metaphysical springs and conceptions .. cannot be 


explained in terms of the positivist tests of truth falsity," no 
less than to magic. For Tambiah, both these phenomena convey 
participatory thinking, which establishes in human conscious- 
ness an organization of reality alternative to the scientific one. 

The mutual relationships between magic and religion con- 
tinued to occupy scholars of culture—historians, anthro- 
pologists, and sociologists—in the second half of the twentieth 
century. Although the lion’s share of this work was conducted in 
the first half of the century, its echoes resonate in everything that 
has been written about magic up to today. Both trends— 
distinction and unification—remained in place, but the balance 
of power between the supporters of each trend changed drasti- 
cally. Suggestions about essentialist distinctions between magic 
and religion came up repeatedly. The more prominent among 
them are the works of Misha Titiev and William Goode. 

Titiev suggests distinguishing between magic and religion ac- 
cording to their performative contexts. Religion is the ritual activ- 
ity that is performed cyclically. Its performance, which recurs and 
is based on the yearly calendar, is detached from concrete needs 
and communal or personal events. As such, it always serves the 
entire community. By contrast, magic is the critical ritual activity 
that follows from crises or concrete and actual needs. It serves 
those who experience such needs: the entire community or, as is 
usually the case, individuals in it. Titiev holds that even when the 
cyclical rituals of a society disappear and are replaced by others 
as a result of the weakening of its identity (as was the case in 
many African societies, for instance), the critical rituals common 
in the society remain in place. He takes this as evidence of the 


real distinction between these two kinds of ritual activity.122 


Goode's suggestion is less radical. He holds that magic and 
religion should be viewed as phenomena on a continuum of rit- 
ual behavior. The dichotomous distinction between magic and 
religious rituals is therefore pointless. Both are invariably found 
at some point in the magic-religion continuum and combine ele- 
ments from both phenomena. The amount of magic and reli- 
gious elements in each given ritual determines its location on the 
axis whose extremes are magic and religion.123 

At the same time, opponents of this view became more domi- 
nant. William Warner and Raymond Firth, for instance, report 
that in the communities they studied (Australian and Polynesian) 
no essential difference could be discerned between magic and 
religion.124 Robin Horton identifies both phenomena when he 
defines religion "as an extension of the field of people's social 
relationships beyond the confines of purely human society... 
This extension must be one in which human beings involved see 
themselves in a dependent position vis-à-vis their non-human 
alters."125 Melville Herskovits argues that, for the Dahomey (in 
West Africa), magic is an integral part of religion.126 Peter Wors- 
ley argues (in the wake of his study in Melanesia) that magic and 
religious aspects are invariably found together and, in the ritual 


domain, are mutually complementary.!27 John Beattie states that 


all attempts to distinguish religion from magic are arbitrary; he 
limits the difference between them by suggesting that magic- 
religious activity can be distinguished from technical activity ac- 
cording to the presence of symbolic elements.!22 Francis Hsu (in 
the context of his study in China) writes that any criterion we 
choose will bring us to the recognition that magic and religion 


must always be treated as one phenomenon—magic-religious.122 


Hsu's approach goes beyond the analysis of specific field- 
work findings and culminates in methodological and cross- 
cultural research. One notable example of it is the work of Ros- 
alie Wax and Morrie Wax, who argue that underlying the distinc- 
tions between magic, religion, and science is a Western, modern 
conceptual system that scholars bring with them to the field of 
research rather than the conceptual system of the societies they 
study.3? Dorothy Hammond sharpens this approach in her 
statement that the magic-religion question is merely a "semantic 
problem." She criticizes scholars' use of these terms in the 
denotation common in their culture to create universal theories 
on the subject. In her view, magic is neither different nor op- 
posed to religion but part of it. Hence the relevant question is, 
What is the place of the part in the whole? Hammond's solution 
is a view of religion as a system determined by three concepts of 
power: personal power, impersonal power (such as mana), and 
magic power. Magic represents the human power to act in order 
to influence and change reality. In that, it differs from other areas 
of religion, such as prayer or sacrifice, which represent other 
kinds of power?! Other scholars, among them Karl Rosengren 
and Michael Winkelman, support the view denying any essential 
distinction between magic and religion. 2 

We can therefore sum up and determine that, in the second 
half of the twentieth century, the view seeking to dismiss the dis- 
tinction between religion and magic overrides the one seeking to 
preserve it and specify it. Fundamental to this trend are Evans- 
Pritchard's methodological claims. They set in motion a process 
of scholars reconsidering the terminology they use in their stud- 


ies and an awareness of the danger entailed by the projection of 


their conceptual world onto the objects of their research. Tam- 
biah successfully showed that the roots of this semantics are 
deeply embedded in Christianity's puristic views. The Protestant 
distinction between philosophical and ethical elements, as op- 
posed to the performative system of sacraments and other 
Catholic power symbols, gave rise to a judgmental view of all 
manifestations of Christianity. This view relies on the determi- 
nation of a border between the spiritual true inner essence of 
religion and alien appendices that Christianity absorbed from pa- 
gans and barbarians, corrupting itself in the process. This dis- 
tinction, intertwined with the identity of the scholars and with 
their educational background, is the basis for the semantics they 
use in their studies to describe phenomena such as magic and 
religion.133 And it is this semantics they want to deny altogether. 
Olof Pettersson formulates this demand in particularly extreme 
terms. 


The study of comparative religion would win on clearance, 
honesty and stringency, the aspects of valuation would be 
avoided etc. if the term "magic" were "given a decent burial" 


in the scientific debate of the nature of religion.34 


This insight, like many of the others presented in this chapter, 
found its way into the historical study of magic as well. Scholars 
of antiquity were indeed enclosed in libraries and in museum 
warehouses in search of sources for their studies, but they were 
extremely attentive to developments outside. As | will show in 
chapter 2, echoes of the increasingly diversifying controversy on 
the essence of magic and its place with respect to religion res- 


onate strongly in writings about magic in late antiquity in general 


and about Jewish magic in particular. 


1. The scholarly literature on the evolutionist theory of Charles 
Darwin, who is most often identified with evolutionism as a 
method, is vast. For a good example, see G. Himmelfarb (1962). 
From the range of studies on evolutionism, | note briefly the fol- 
lowing: For a review of evolutionist theories since the pre- 
Socratic philosophers and up to the beginning of the twentieth 
century, see Gaudant and Gaudant (1971); for a detailed discus- 
sion of the evolutionary approach in the hundred years before 
the publication of The Origin of Species, see Glass et al. (1959). 
On the development of evolutionism in the nineteenth century 
(before and after Darwin), see Eiseley (1958); on the influence of 
Darwinist theory on scientific thinking in almost all fields of re- 
search, see Ellegard (1990), Glick (1975), and Tax (1969). 

2. This approach, which for many scholars was unques- 
tionable, was already being contested in the early twentieth cen- 
tury by R. R. Marett, who claimed that it was impossible to recon- 
struct an ancestral archetype of humanity on the basis of con- 
temporary "primitive" societies (Marett 1979, 247). Adam Ku- 
per's critique is even more scathing. He argued that the attempt 


to characterize a unified human origin by projecting current find- 


ings onto the past is not only methodologically unjustified but 
also not based on evidence. In his view the "primitive society" 
described by the early anthropologists never existed outside their 
writings (Kuper 1988). 

3. A similar critique targeted anthropological research too, par- 
ticularly its British version. Initial variations of it appear in a sem- 
inal anthology compiled by Tallal Asad (1973), which was pre- 
ceded by a critical article by Kathleen Gough (1968). More such 


writings have appeared since. See, for example, Clifford and Mar- 
cus (1986), Pels and Salemink (1995), Stocking (1992), and N. 
Thomas (1994). For a concise review and further references, see 
N. Thomas (1996). Edward Said's celebrated book, Orientalism 
(1978), is a crucial and notable example, exposing the link be- 
tween the construction of a low negative image of the colonies’ 
subjects, which relied on various knowledge and power mecha- 
nisms that included academia (and its anthropological studies 
departments), and the political interests of the colonial rulers. 
On Frazer's patronizing view of primitive peoples, see Douglas 
(2002, 29-30). On Malinowski’s attitude toward the Trobriand 
Islanders, as conveyed in his personal diary, see Geertz (1988b, 
103-29). 

4. See, for instance, Benedict (1933), Jevones (1896), King 
(1892), and Radin (1957). See also the works of Malinowski, 
Weber, Wundt, and Freud discussed later in this chapter. 

5, When relating to the scholars’ views, ! allow myself to use 
the terms they resorted to when dealing with communities com- 
monly referred to as preliterate or pre-industrial. For the sake of 
clarity, I wish to establish unequivocally that my use of these 
terms (e.g., primitive, savage) is a repetition of the original uses 
and in no way conveys a judgment on my part as to the cultural 
development of these societies compared with Western culture. 

6. For a comparison between Tylor's examples of religion and 
magic, see Tambiah (1995, 49). Roland Robertson claims that 
Tylor emphasized the personal character of powers related to 
religion, contrary to the impersonal character of magical powers 
(Robertson 1970, 48), but | have found no evidence for this in 


Tylor's works or in the studies about him. Robertson's reference 


there is general, and his source for this claim is unclear. 

7. Tylor (1874, 1: 424-27). Tylor first introduced the notion of 
animism in 1866, in an article titled “The Religion of Savages” 
(Sharpe 1987, 107), and he developed it extensively in his book 
(chaps. 11-17). For succinct summaries of his method, see Bolle 
(1987), D’Alviella (1951), and Tambiah (1995, 42—51). 

8. Tylor (1874, esp. 1: 436-50). 

9. Tylor (1874, 1: 115-16 and the examples in the pages that fol- 
low); and Tylor (1964, 111, 11415). In a critical study of the Eng- 
lish intellectualist interpretation of magic, Evans-Pritchard 
claimed that Tylor had been mistaken when assuming that the 
confusion between associative and actual ties was based on a 
psychological rather than a social reality (Evans-Pritchard 1933). 
Tambiah also stressed the social aspect in the preliterate tribes’ 
perception of reality and argued that Tylor's view is most vulner- 
able precisely on this point: Why should members of these 
communities confuse associative and actual connections in one 
specific realm of their activity but not in others? Tambiah an- 
swered that the explanation of their ritual-magic activity must be 
based on the social context of its performance rather than on 
their distorted view of reality (Tambiah 1995, 51)- 

10. Tylor (1874, 1: 112, 119). Tylor refers there to magical prac- 
tices as “occult sciences.” 

11. Tylor (1874, 1: 112). Such formulations are no longer ac- 
ceptable, but they are frequent in Tylor's writings, which are 
marked by a typical and in some sense even naive Western 
elitism, They are certainly not exceptional in the context of con- 
temporary evolutionist formulations. Julius Kollman, for in- 


stance, relied on the Pygmies’ short stature to determine that 


they are a remnant of the “childhood peoples of humanity.” 
Georg Schweinfurth tried to rest this view on the fact that the 
Pygmies’ back is covered in fine, downy hair, like that of a newly 

born child. Wilhelm Schmidt went even further and tried to con- 

nect the Pygmies’ physiology to their mentality in order to prove 
(in the context of the Urmonotheismus theory) that they also 
represent an infantile stage in the mental development of 
humanity (Wundt 1916, 77-78, 353). Cf. Freud on this matter later 
in this chapter. Signs of this kind of evolutionist elitism were still 

widespread in the study of magic decades later. The work of Hut- 

ton Webster in the mid-twentieth century is a good example. 

Webster ranked tribes as high or low in the “culture” spectrum 

and held that “religion and moral teaching, together with instruc- 
tion in elementary science, may be counted upon, slowly but 

surely, to get rid of much white magic among primitive peoples, 

or to reduce it, as among ourselves, to pale and inconsequential 
survivals" (Webster 1948, 505). A real change in the perception 

of preliterate peoples occurred only when postmodernism began 

to influence research. A reverse view to that of Webster has been 

suggested by psychiatrist Ori Schwartzman concerning magic 
and its agents in Ghana. See Schwartzman (2007). 

32. Reinach (1905-1923, 2: xv). On magic as the performative 
aspect of religious theory, which is inseparable from it, cf. van 
Gennep (1960, 13). 

13. The Principles of Sociology is part of Spencer's synthetic 
philosophy, an enormous endeavor that he devoted to an at- 
tempt to explain the world, human beings, and culture relying on 
the evolution principle. Spencer adopted this approach even be- 


fore Darwin's publication of The Origin of Species, and he should 


be seen as one of the most important harbingers of evolu- 
tionism. For concise reviews of Spencer and his thought, see El- 
liot (1951), Kaminski (1967), and Trompf (1987). 

24. Evans-Pritchard (1965, 23). 

15. Spencer (1893, vol. 1, chaps. 9-17). 

16. For a description of the process concisely summarized 
here, see Spencer (1893, vol. 1, ch. 18). See also Spencer (1893, 
vol. 1, ch. 19) about the beginning of religion's development. 

17. Spencer (1893, 3: 37-43). 

18. Evans-Pritchard notes that Frazer may have relied for this 
division on the method of French philosopher August Comte, 
who defined three stages in the development of science: the 
theological, the metaphysical, and the positive (Evans-Pritchard 
1965, 27). On Comte’s method, see Mazlish (1967) and refer- 
ences there. Mary Douglas emphasized the connection between 
Frazer and William Robertson Smith, except that in her view 
Frazer adopted a secondary and negligible assumption of 
Robertson Smith's dealing with the ethical advantage of the Jew- 
ish people over their neighbors "and sent comparative religion 
into a blind alley" (Douglas 2002, 23). 

19. Frazer (1900, 1: 75-76) 

20. Frazer (1900, 240-43) and, more concisely, Frazer (1925, 
11212, 20). The reliability of the data that Frazer relied on for his 
theory is quite dubious, as noted. See, for example, Middleton 
(1987, 84) and J. Z. Smith (1973). 


21. Frazer (1925, 11-12, 20). 


Frazer (1905, 52-57; 1925, 19-20). Marett attacked the as- 
sociation of taboo laws with magic and sought to equate them 


instead with negative mana (Marett 1979, 73-98). 


23. Frazer (1905, 37-40; 1925, 11-12). 

24. Frazer (1925, 12). 

25. Frazer (1925, 50). 

26. Frazer (1925, 51). See also an extensive discussion on this 
question in Frazer (1925, 48-60). 

27. Ruth Benedict would later suggest a similar approach. She 
also identified magic with science and viewed it as a technical 
activity devoid of feeling that is performed according to rigid 
rules. It thereby differs from religion, which, in her view, is based 
on animism, that is, on the anthropomorphization of nature, and 
on behaviors typical of human relationships. Benedict saw the 
difference between magic and science in those areas where both 
systems apply rigid laws of causality. Whereas science is inter- 
ested in the natural realm and operates within its context, magic 
activity is based on the laws of causality in the domain of the 
supernatural (Benedict 1933). 

28. Frazer (1905, 11). In a series of comments on Frazer's 
Golden Bough recorded around 1931, Ludwig Wittgenstein cat- 
egorically dismissed Frazer's notion of magic (Wittgenstein 
1993). As usual, his formulations take the form of aphorisms and 
are not easy to decode. | do not deal with them in detail, but it 
does appear that the core of Wittgenstein's critique of Frazer is 
Frazer's description of magic as based on thoughts, views, or be- 
liefs. Wittgenstein suggests viewing magic as expressive and 
compares it to an instinctive beating of the ground or of a tree 
with a walking stick when angry (this approach closely resembles 
Malinowski's). As such, magic cannot be tested through the 
true-false criterion that Frazer uses, and presenting its adherents 


as wrong or foolish is pointless: "No opinion serves as the 


foundation for a religious symbol. And only an opinion can in- 
volve an error” (Wittgenstein 1993, 123). The mentality that is 
represented by magic is not a mistaken or silly rationality from 
which the correct, Western scientific rationality developed. It is a 


which characterizes not only the “primitive” 


but also the “civilized individual.” These comments may be re- 
lated to Wittgenstein's thoughts in On Certainty twenty years 
later, stating that, although proving a mistake is indeed possible, 
the idea of proof assumes a scheme of thought resting on ax- 
iomatic assumptions that define the conditions for verifying a 
claim and thus enable the very act of casting doubt. Casting 
doubt on the correctness of an idea, or refuting an idea, is thus 
possible only when both the one stating the idea and the one ob- 
jecting to it share the same epistemological starting point. This 
claim, which in its religious context is part of the approach 
known as Wittgenstein's fideism, together with Wittgenstein's 
opposition to the fact that magic is based on thoughts and ideas, 
clarifies his opposition to Frazer's definition of magic as a false 
science. See Tambiah (1995, 54-64, 159-60). For an extensive 
discussion of Wittgenstein's remarks on The Golden Bough, see 
Clack (1999, esp. 21-50, 107-37). See also Cioffi (1998, 80-106), 
Clack (2001), and Wolfson (2001, 78-93). On Wittgenstein's 
fideism, see Lemberger (2003) and Nielsen (1967). On Wittgen- 
stein's view of religion in light of On Certainty, see Vasilios 
(2001). For further aspects of Wittgenstein's conception of reli- 
gion, see Arrington and Addis (2001). 

29. On Wundt's method and his motivations for using it, see 
Wundt (1916, 1-6). 


зо. One should not confuse the impersonal powers that 


Wundt called demons with the maleficent personal beings de- 
noted by that word in Christian tradition. 

31. Gilbert Chesterton slightly anticipated Wundt in his cri- 
tique of the “man of science,” who projects logical thinking onto 
the objects of his research. This projection led, in his view, to a 
complete misunderstanding of the ritual’s meaning. Forcing the 
logic of rituals “done without reason” yielded an approach that 
founds them on an absurd logic, except that this logic is absurd 
precisely “because it originates not in the simple mind of the 
barbarian but in the sophisticated mind of the professor” 
(Chesterton 1905, 144; see also 142-52). 

32. Wundt (1916, 75-94). 

33. Wundt (1916, 94-109). See also Marett's similar position 
discussed later in this chapter. 

34. Wundt (1916, 284). 

35. Wundt (1916, 284). See also the discussion in Wundt 
(1916, 281-86). 

36. Freud (1985, 49). On the contribution of Freud and his 
disciples to the understanding of the function of magic in the 
context of analytical psychology, see O'Keefe (1982, 264-77). 

37. Freud (1985, 134). 

38. This critique is different from the one that Evans-Pritchard 
and Tambiah later directed against Tylor. Freud accepted the no- 
tion of confusion between the two types of associations (in 
thought and in reality) and tried to explain it, unlike Evans- 
Pritchard and Tambiah, who rejected the very idea of confusion. 
In their view, social circumstances rather than confusion were re- 
sponsible for the temporary replacement of rational thought that 


is also typical of tribes with magical thought. Cf. Douglas (2002, 


72-90). 

39. Freud (1985, 141). 

40. Freud (1985, 143). On this idea and the surrounding de- 
bate, see also Styers (2004, 170-76). 

41. O'Keefe (1982: 264-69). 

42. Róheim (1955, 3). See also the discussion in Róheim (1955, 
3-91). Cf. O'Keefe (1982, 27175). 

43. Róheim (1955, 82-83). 

44. Marett (1979, xxxi). 

45. Marett (1979, 1-28). This thesis was first presented in 
1899; see Marett (1979, xxii, note 1) and cf. Marett's article "The 
Conception of Mana" (Marett 1979, 99-121). On the magic- 
religious realm, see van Gennep (1960, 1-13). The notion stating 
that at the basis of magic is a belief in an impersonal super- 
natural power had been suggested earlier by John King. See King 
(1892, 1: 4-13, 101-31). Later, Evans-Pritchard was extremely crit- 
ical of the use that Marett and others had made of the Melane- 
sian term mana, leading, he believed, to "disastrous results" 
(Evans-Pritchard 1965, 33). His critique is part of his consistent 
opposition to historical generalizations based on local findings. 
On mana and similar terms in other cultures, see Webster (1948, 
1-37). Webster held that belief in an "occult power" of this kind 
is indeed the foundation of magic. He ascribed it to the primitive 
contemplation of the world and to the division of events within it 
into ordinary and exceptional. In his view, the need to explain the 
exceptional gave rise to a belief in an occult power, whereas ani- 
mist beliefs were a second stage of development. This trend be- 
comes stronger as culture advances, "and reaches its height in 


the great polytheistic religions of antiquity" (Webster 1948, 


38-59; quote on 38). 

46. Marett (1979, 29-72). Cf. Marett (1951, 247-48). 

47. Marett (1979, 55-71). Marett's conclusion that the mode of 
addressing supernatural powers changes according to the 
change in their character is close to that of Spencer. In another 
article, Marett extended his view to cover the taboo as well. He 
rejected Frazer's view of the taboo as negative magic and 
claimed that it extended further than the sympathetic laws that 
Frazer had made the basis of magic. In his view, the taboo 
should more accurately be viewed as negative mana (73-98). 

48. See, for instance, Crawley (1909), Hartland (1914), Lang 
(1901), Lowie (1924), and van Gennep (1960). Evolutionist theo- 
ries were still in use in the second half of the twentieth century 
for describing and explaining religion and magic, but they were 
no longer used for determining the relationship between them. 
Robert Bellah, for instance, offered an evolutionist theory of reli- 
gion (Bellah 1964), whereas Milton J. Yinger suggested exam- 
ining magic in similar terms (Yinger 1971, 72). 

49. On the Durkheimian circle, see Besnard (1938) and Webb 
(1916). Cf. Evans-Pritchard's reservations about including Lévy- 
Bruhl in this circle (Evans-Pritchard 1965, 78). 

50. There is a vast body of literature on the history of the soci- 
ology of religion. See, for instance, Davie (2007), W. Davis 
(1987), O'Dea (1966), and Robertson (1970). 

51. For an excellent summary of Robertson Smith's work, in- 
cluding a biography and a bibliography of his writings, see Bei- 
delman (1974c) and Douglas (2002, 8-35). 

52. Robertson Smith (1972, 21). 

53. Robertson Smith (1972, 30). 


54. Robertson Smith (1972, 263-64). 

55. Robertson Smith (1972, 90). 

56. Durkheim (1967, 57-63). Anthropological evidence often 
contradicts Durkheim's view. For a factual, persuasive critique of 
his view of religion, and indeed that of Robertson Smith as well, 
see Horton (1960, esp. 203-4, 218-19). See also Winkelman 
(1992, 3). 

57. Durkheim (1967, 398-405 and note 26). 

58. Hubert and Mauss (1902-1903). 

59. Mauss (1972). 

бо. Mauss (1972, 22). See also Mauss (1972, 7 and the entire 
discussion on 18-24). Mauss does not justify the choice of 
“black magic” as the distinct expression of magic. It would ap- 
pear that, unwittingly, he inquired into the accepted use of the 
terms magie and religion in his own language and culture as a 
basis for the universal definition of the phenomena denoted by 
these terms. 

бл. Mauss (1972, 24; emphasis in original). The private char- 
acter of magic is not mentioned as a criterion for determining its 
essence, as Durkheim had suggested. Rather, it is dictated by the 
social prohibition on the performance of the ritual and from the 
secrecy attached to it. 

62. Although Mauss does not mention this explicitly, this de- 
mand excludes from the realm of magic acts such as theft or 
murder, which are also performed privately and secretly and are 
contrary to social authorization. Nevertheless, Mauss does not 
explain what is a ritual. 

63. On the elements of magic, see Mauss (1972, chaps. 3 and 
4) 


64. Mauss (1972, 119). See also the discussion of mana in 
Mauss (1972, 108-121). 

65. Weber (1965, 26-31). 

66, Gerth and Mills (1958, 272). 

67. O'Keefe (1982). O'Keefe does not see any of the discus- 
sions that preceded him as a general theory of magic. For his 
attitude toward the work of Hubert and Mauss and the work of 
Malinowski, see O'Keefe (1982, xv-xvi). 

68. O'Keefe (1982, 14-15). 

69. For a concise summary of the first two books (postulates 
1-8), see O'Keefe (1982, 240-44). For a summary of the entire 
theory, see O'Keefe (1982, 502-8). 

70. Sartre (1948, 50-91). 

71. O'Keefe (1982, 96). 

72. O'Keefe (1982, 132). 

73. O'Keefe devotes considerable attention to the decadence 
theory of Wilhelm Schmidt and of the Urmonotheismus school. 
On this issue, see also Brandewie (1983) and Henniger (1987). 

74. For the distinction between the weak sense and the strict 
sense of magic, see O'Keefe (1982, 11-13, 213-14). 

75. O'Keefe (1982, 249; emphasis in original). 

76. O'Keefe (1982, 277). 

77. O'Keefe (1982, 363). 

7B. O'Keefe (1982, 422). For the distinction between magic 
and witchcraft, see the next section. 

79. See Malinowski (1932; 1935; 1964, esp. chaps. 5, 10, 17, 18). 
On Malinowski's contribution to the study of cultural anthro- 
pology, see Firth (1957). For an excellent and critical review of 


Malinowski's attitude toward magic and religion, see Tambiah 


(1995, 65-83). 

80. Malinowski (1948, 1-71). Tambiah points out that Mali- 
nowski's analyses of his observations in the Trobriand Islands 
do not spell out how he differentiates magic from religion and, in 
Tambiah's view, not by chance. The islanders did draw a clear 
distinction between "gardening," meaning physical agricultural 
activity, and "magic," but the category of "religion" did not exist 
in their culture. Hence Malinowski could not draw distinctions 
between the islanders’ religion and their magic. The sharp sepa- 
ration between magic and religion that characterizes Magic, Sci- 
ence, and Religion belongs to a later stage in his thought, when he 
shifted from local conclusions to a universal theory of magic 
(Tambiah 1995, 68). 

81. Malinowski (1948, 8). 

82. Despite his explicit critique of Frazer, Malinowski adopted 
his ideas on this count. See, for example, Malinowski (1966, 
196-210). Middleton's claim that Malinowski was, above all, 
Frazer's heir, is exaggerated (Middleton 1987, 86). 

83. On the functionalist school in the study of religion, see 
Robertson (1970, 17-24, 38-42; 1987). On Malinowski's func- 
tionalism, cf. Malinowski (1966, 147-76). In any event, Mali- 
nowski was opposed to the radical approach that identified the 
divinity with the society, and he therefore viewed religion as sole- 
ly a social matter (Malinowski 1948, 37-41). 

84. Malinowski (1948, 116). See also Malinowski (1948, 114— 
19). 

85. Malinowski (1948, 70). Opinions concerning this claim are 
divided. Radcliffe-Brown definitely opposed it (Radcliffe-Brown 
1965, 174-75). By contrast, Clyde Kluckhohn found that, among 


Navajo Indians, faith in witchcraft and the ritual activity related to 
it was a key tool for contending with anxieties and aggression at 
the social level (Kluckhohn 1967, 95-110). Harold Fallding sug- 
gested an original interpretation of Malinowski's findings. In his 
view, the religious ritual presents humans as victors, whereas the 
magic ritual presents them as defeated and impotent creatures 
that, lacking any other option, prefer to do something rather than 
nothing (Fallding 1974, 82-83). Tambiah was extremely critical of 
the way Malinowski interpreted his own findings. He showed 
that Malinowski's field data contradict his theory and that he had 
been mistaken in linking danger to the use of magic. According 
to Tambiah, magic is not related to dangerous areas of actions ог 
to situations that no longer allow operating technology but to ac- 
tions of special social importance, where the need for success is 
extremely strong. According to Tambiah, Malinowski's important 
contribution to the study of magic was the discovery of the social 
mechanism of its functioning, not the psychological explanation 
he offered (Tambiah 1995, 72-73). See also Tambiah's renewed 
analysis of the links between myth, magic, and social structure in 
Malinowski's reports (Tambiah 1985a). 

86. Malinowski (1948, 54-64). For a broad clarification of 
magic language among Trobriand Islanders, see Malinowski 
(1935, 2: 213-50). On the central role of the spell in the magic rit- 
ual, cf. also Firth (1967, 195-212) and Tambiah (1968). Tambiah 
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tion between magic language and everyday language and that, at 
times, he did not distinguish between them at all (contrary to the 
locals themselves). Tambiah sought to complete this picture and 


to characterize magic speech, and for this purpose he pointed 


out its links to the performative utterance, as described by 
philosopher John Austin in speech act theory. See Tambiah 
(1968; 1995, 74-80). On speech act theory and its implications 
for the study of magic and anthropology, see chapter 4. Evans- 
Pritchard altogether negated the universalist perception about 
the centrality of the spell in magic activity and claimed that this is 
a culture-bound phenomenon (Evans-Pritchard 1929). 

87. Gerard Zegwaard pointed to an additional mode of rela- 
tionship between the tribe's founding fathers and its magic in the 
shape of magical artifacts believed to have served the tribe's 
forefathers, who then bequeathed them to their heirs (Zegwaard 
1968, 438-39). 

88. Several anthropologists have tried to replace the view of 
magic as science with one that views it as a kind of technology. 
See, for instance, Benedict (1933, 40; 1938, 537-639), Firth (1956, 
152-85), and Norbeck (1961, 50). See also Wolfson (2001, 
96n80). On the other hand, see the reservations of Dorothy 
Hammond regarding this claim (Hammond 1971, 1354). 

89. Nevertheless, Malinowski rejected Lévy-Bruhl's binary dis- 
tinction between primitive and rational thought. Malinowski ac- 
knowledged the primitives' rationality and ascribed a significant 
role to it in both their thought and their actions (Malinowski 
1935, 1: 75-80; 1948, 8-18). On Lévy-Bruhl and the issue of ratio- 
nality in "primitive peoples," see later discussion in this section. 

90. Malinowski (1948, 68). On the function of religion in the 
primitives’ lives, see Malinowski (1948, 35-50). In a later article, 
Malinowski presented the difference between magic and religion 


in different terms: “Re refers to fundamental issues of 


human existence, while magic always turns round specific, 


concrete, and detailed problems” (Malinowski 1966, 200). His 
view of magic, however, did not change. 

91. Hutton Webster also held that magic is close to science. 
He argued that its use in productive contexts is accompanied by 
defined activities based on knowledge and does not replace 
them. On the one hand, he saw magic as a pseudoscience be- 
cause, in his view, it is “an inchoate, unorganized mass of beliefs 
and practices, traditional in character and uncontrolled by expe- 
rience” (Webster 1948, 497). On the other hand, he praised the 
role of magic in developing knowledge and crafts among prim- 
itive peoples (esp. 497-510). Francis Hsu added his findings to 
the criticism of several other scholars, above all Evans-Pritchard, 
concerning the universal generalization of local findings of the 
type Malinowski had engaged in. In his view, the Chinese 
community that he studied in the Hunan area made no distinc- 
tion between magic and scientific behavior, a distinction that fits 
Malinowski's description. Hsu believed that the reason for this 
lack of distinction did not lie in the mental difficulties of the 
community members but in the accepted behavioral dictates of 
their culture (Hsu 1952, 7-8, 85-96). 

92. Radcliffe-Brown (1948, 136-85, 229-329). Radcliffe-Brown 
hardly mentions magic per se in these discussions. 

93. Radcliffe-Brown (1948, 405-6). 

94. Radcliffe-Brown argued that every society creates for itself 
a religious pattern that reflects its social structure and thereby 
turns itself into the object of its members’ religious activity. The 
role of religion, including magic, is therefore to strengthen the 
social context and to enhance its members' loyalty to the 


community (Radcliffe-Brown 1958, 108-29; 1965, 117-32). This 


approach relies on Durkheim-like principles, radicalizing them in 
a functionalist trend that, as noted, leaves no room for the dis- 
tinction between individual and community (magic and religion). 
For an extensive discussion of Radcliffe-Brown's views, see 
Kuper (1983, 51-88). For a serious critique of them, see Evans- 
Pritchard (1965, 73-75). 

95. Radcliffe-Brown (1965, 148-49). John Beattie also held this 
view (Beattie 1964, 208). 

96. Cf. Middleton (1987, 88-89). 

97. On Evans-Pritchard's scientific endeavor, see Beidelman 
(19742; 1974b), Douglas (1980), and Geertz (1988b, 49-72). On 
Evans-Pritchard's study of the Azande, see Douglas (1980, 
46-60) and Kuper (1983, 98-105). 

98. Lévy-Bruhl (1985, 38). 

99. See Cazeneuve (1972), Evans-Pritchard (1965, 78-79), Lit- 
tleton (1985), Needham (1972, 161-85), and Tambiah (1995, 
84-88). Many studies have since been conducted on magic 
thinking and belief (e.g., Bever 2012, Sorensen 2007, and Vyse 
1997). The most relevant to our discussion is Eugene Subbotsky, 
Magic and the Mind (2010). Subbotsky, whose study is based on 
cognitive and behavioral experiments with children and adults, 
shows that magic thought, faith, and behavior are dominant in 
the world of children. At an early age the children's readiness to 
rely on magic to explain real events equals their readiness to rely 
on explanations based on scientific causality, even when they 
have already acquired the latter. Unlike Jean Piaget and other de- 
velopmental psychologists, however, Subbotsky does not tie the 
change in the children's worldview to the natural development of 


their thinking and understanding of the world, which 


accompanies growth. Rather, he ascribes it to pressures exerted 
by socialization agents (parents, educators, and other adults), 
who represent society's scientific and/or religious conceptions. 
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pressures succeed in pushing magic thinking and faith to the 
unconscious, fixating scientific or religious views in the chil- 
dren's consciousness. Subbotsky, then, draws a distinction be- 
tween science and magic first and then one between magic and 
religion. He distinguishes magic from religion on the basis of 
their goal as cognitive systems: “Viewing magic as a ‘false sci- 
ence’ is misleading; magic is more akin to art than to scienc 


Both art and magic imply a fusion between mind and nature. 
They aim at a different goal than that of science; whereas the ulti- 
mate goal of science is product, the ultimate goal of art and 
magic is meaning” (Subbotsky 2010, xx). By contrast, religion is 
itself suffused with magic, and the distinction at this level is so- 
cial: “Two types of magical beliefs can be distinguished from one 
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magic faith in the Western world, then, is due to the pressures of 
scientific and religious systems demanding a monopoly on the 
way individuals explain the workings of the world to themselves 
and to those surrounding them. When the protection that indi- 


viduals set up against magic faith begins to crumble under 


pressure, or when the individuals participating in the experiment 
have not been educated in Western settings, the growing ten- 
dency is to explain events incompatible with the routine working 
of reality on a magical basis. According to Subbotsky, then, 
magic is a cognitive system for explaining reality embedded in 
humans, and its disappearance in Western society is a result of 
the oppression that other interpretative systems imposed on its 
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because of Evans-Pritchard's scathing critique, but Douglas 
thought that this was unjustified. In her view, comparative re- 
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research in general. Leach, for example, formulated a critique 
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ties (Leach 1966, 1-27). 
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325. Horton (1960, 211, 218-20). 

126. See Herskovits (1938, 2: 262). Herskovits later developed 
his claim into a generalized approach on the function of magic 
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2 
Magic, Mysticism, Religion, and Society 
THE STUDY OF EARLY JEWISH MAGIC 


The study of Jewish magic in late antiquity and the early Islamic 
period—a time span extending from the Mishnah to the “classic” 
Genizah period—has changed profoundly in recent decades, 
both textually and methodologically. Textually, the number of 
publications dealing with primary magic literature—particularly 
incantation bowls, amulets, and books of magical recipes—has 
grown dramatically. Methodologically, the apologetic approach 
that had sought to exonerate Judaism (or at the least the rabbis 
who founded its talmudic version) from any concern with such 
“nonsense” has been replaced with an approach that favors re- 
examining the role of magic in the rabbis’ web of life, creativity, 
and controversies, applying the tools used in social and cultural 
studies. These changes are not detached from one another or 
from the study of magic outside Judaism. Publication of magic 
findings, including or beside the Jewish mystic/magic ancient 
texts of Hekhalot and Merkavah literature, reveals the existence of 
a developed and scholastic magic that is specifically Jewish. This 
culture could no longer be marginalized as a set of folk super- 
stitions or a foreign influence that had gained access to Judaism 
by exploiting the ignorance of backward social strata. These pri- 
mary (insider) writings provide firsthand knowledge about a Jew- 
ish culture of magic, enabling the reexamination of secondary 
(outsider) sources and, above all, the rabbinic literature that in 


the past had been the main and almost sole source for the study 


of the subject. 

In turn, this research was influenced not only by the primary 
evidence but also by the general spirit dominating the study of 
culture in general and its expressions in the study of magic and 
religion in particular. More restrictive views of the gap between 
magic and religion replaced the presumptuous approach deter- 
mining an absolute distinction between them, which viewed “Ju- 
daism” as a (sublime) religion and magic as wild weeds growing 
on its margins. This change reflects the penetration of trends 
prevalent in the study of culture into Jewish studies—the study 
of the “other,” of power, of the body, of gender—and their grow- 
ing impact on the deconstruction of the unifying and judgmental 
(true-false, proper-improper) traditional discourse dominating 
the study of Judaism in general and rabbinic literature in partic- 
ular. Thus, holding the picture of Jewish magic in one hand and 
methodologies from social and cultural studies in the other, sev- 
eral scholars turned to the traditional sources and shed new light 
on their perception of magic. In so doing, they followed a trail 
parallel to the one that had been blazed several decades earlier in 
the comparative study of magic, whose principles had already 
been adopted and applied to the study of magic in the Hel- 
lenistic world. 

In this chapter | review the history of the study of magic in Ju- 
daism in late antiquity and the early Islamic period from the per- 
spective of the definition of magic and its relationship to religion 
in three realms: rabbinic literature, ancient mystical literature, 
and magic literature.! By way of introduction, | briefly present the 
main trends in the study of magic in the Hellenistic world, which 


is a constant horizon of reference and comparison for scholars 


of Jewish magic. This review will point to local expressions of the 


broader changes discussed in chapter 1. 


MAGIC IN THE GRECO-ROMAN WORLD: AIMS OF THE RE- 
SEARCH 

In chapter 1 | discussed the changes recorded during the twen- 
tieth century in the understanding of magic’s essence as such 
and of its relationships with other systems of knowledge and ac- 
tion—reli-gion and science. The diverse research methods men- 
tioned include ethnography, sociology, psychology, anthro- 

pology, and the comparative study of culture. All these studies 
share one feature: They are based on testimonies about rituals 
and beliefs in use in living societies. But the study of magic in 
antiquity is fundamentally different. The only sources where we 
can learn about it are textual remnants and objects tied or related 
to phenomena that interest the scholars. Fundamentally, schol- 
ars of magic in late antiquity are philologists and epigraphers, 
trained in deciphering writings in the languages of the ancient 
world and in offering translations of the original texts in modern 
languages.2 At this stage, either they or others can add their own 
interpretations of these writings and turn them from textual raw 
material into stones in the historical mosaic of the cultures they 
study. It is at this stage that scholars must choose their course 
and their words and decide on the question, what is the phenom- 
enon that the text expresses? That is, what beliefs, values, or acts 
does it reflect? To what realm of the culture does the text belong? 
These are the questions that guide and enrich the discussion of 
magic as a live phenomenon, but with one essential difference. 
Cultural anthropologists, if they are working as they should, to 
some extent assimilate into the society they examine. They can 
form their own impressions about the elements of the culture, 


ask members of the society for explanations concerning the 


meaning and the broader context of elements that interest them, 
and even examine these members’ reactions to their own 
hermeneutical insights (within the well-known limitations of par- 
ticipatory observation). Researchers of magic and religion in 
antiquity know the cultures that they study mainly through the 
mediation of writing. The information available to them is fixed, 
partial, and detached from its natural context in life. A further 
obstacle is that in antiquity not everyone could write. The beliefs, 
rituals, and controversies recorded in the texts of the period are 
those of the writing classes—the political and religious estab- 
lishments and the scholars who attached themselves to them. 
The “common people” did not write and, by definition, had no 
part in the processes of fixating and preserving the records of 
their culture in the cumulative textual knowledge of the West. Al- 
though this issue does not generally bother researchers, it does 
at times create a bias in the description of ancient cultures, 
which is structured by the character of the sources. 

Evolutionist approaches of the type discussed in chapter 1 
also encouraged the thinking that, religiously, ancient culture 
developed from low to high, that is, from idolatry to monotheism 
and from a carnal to a spiritual covenant. On the other hand, sec- 
ularization and the development of science increased admiration 
for the Greco-Roman culture that had been eradicated by the me- 
dieval church, elements of which became a cultural paradigm for 
European elites from the Renaissance onward. Many European li- 
braries hold writings originating in the Greco-Roman world, and 
dealing with them means diverting perspectives and making new 
choices concerning the “worthy” corpus. Here, too, the higher 


classes mediate between the culture studied and its exposed or 


constructed picture, on two levels. First, literature, philosophy, 
law, and science were created and written by the highly educated 
class and preserved (in the context of the evolution of knowl- 
edge) in institutions that wielded economic and political power. 
Second, scholars dealing with Greco-Roman culture themselves 
belong to such strata and institutions, which are highly inter- 
ested (not necessarily explicitly or even consciously) in fixating 
class distinctions. The identification of European learned elites 
with the culture of the educated strata in the ancient world and 
the clear distinction between the elites and the “vulgar culture” 
of the masses derived from elitist approaches and, in turn, 
served them. “Classic culture” was thus the culture of the higher 
classes in the Greco-Roman world (actually only part of it). Their 
religion did have a pagan orientation, but in all other regards they 
were perceived as the harbingers of the latest and most “devel- 
oped” stage of the culture—the stage of secularization, beauty, 
and science. 

This picture began to change in the nineteenth century. The 
European concern with the treasures of the past, particularly in 
its economic aspect, encouraged widespread local interest in the 
search for antiquities and in their sale. A growing stream of texts 
and objects, among them many forgeries that deceived both col- 
lectors and scholars, made their way to the West. Beside per- 
sonal initiatives, archaeology began to take its first steps. A long 
series of organized excavations yielded a vast quantity of find- 
ings, which were carefully recorded and studied. These findings 
contributed to the development of new research fields, such as 
Egyptology and Oriental studies. Regarding the Greco-Roman 


world, these research fields enriched and diversified existing 


knowledge. The picture of classic culture broadened, and new 
questions found their way to center stage. The magic evidence 
was among the most prominent and intriguing of these ques- 
tions. Thousands of magic objects and hundreds of magic 
recipes and passages from magic writings were found and deci- 
phered. Thus a broad area of ritual activity that had been known 
only indirectly until then (i.e., from outsider description) merited 
its own definition: Hellenistic magic. 

The more the corpus of primary insider sources expanded, the 
less researchers required the external, familiar classic sources 
(which mentioned magic and magicians, described them, ex- 
pressed their views on them, or determined their legal status) to 
describe Hellenistic magic. The classic sources became used 
mainly in the reexamination of the cultural and social contexts of 
magic activity: What was the role of magic rituals, objects, and 
agents in Greco-Roman culture? How can we explain the gap be- 
tween the legitimate status of the official (meaning religious) rit- 
ual practices and the repudiation of magic and the legal prohi- 
bition to perform it? Was the difference between religion and 
magic a matter of essence or of place in the web of power and 
social interests? The answers to these questions will be shown to 
correlate significantly with the thought methods touching on 
them in the broader comparative context (discussed in chapter 
22 

Hellenistic magic was a complex system of rituals, beliefs, ob- 
jects, and power agents. We learn about it from Greek and Coptic 
magical papyri, from curse tablets (defixiones) and voodoo dolls, 
from amulets, gems, and jewelry for protection and healing, and 


from literary testimonies.* Its foundations can be traced back to 


the dawn of Greek culture, but its image in the Greco-Roman 
world was decisively influenced by Egyptian magic. In late antiq- 
uity, Egypt was considered the cradle of magic, “the mother of 
poets, and wise men, and magicians, the inventor of every kind 
of sorcery and propagator thereof among all others."5 Already at 
the beginning of the sixth century BCE, we find evidence of Egyp- 
tian influence on Greek magic healing. As the ties between the 
two cultures became stronger, so did the Greek processes of ab- 
sorbing and elaborating Egyptian magic practices and beliefs, 
culminating in the creation of a new, vital Hellenistic magic layer 
atop the foundations of ancient Egyptian magic.7 

Scholars claim that pointing to any conceptual or practical dif- 
ference between magic and religion in these two sources of Hel- 
lenistic magic, the Greek and the Egyptian, is difficult and at 
times impossible. The broad consensus on ancient Egyptian 
magic is that its worldview and its practice were pervaded to 
such an extent by what we tend today to call magic that it can be 
described as magic performed in the temple by priests.2 As for 
ancient Greek culture, agreement is not as broad. Several views 
have been suggested to explain the blend that emerged between 
magic, rite, and myth. One line of thinking holds that there was a 
historical development from the stage of magic practices to a 
religious stage, where performance of these practices was trans- 
ferred to an official establishment. Other scholars suggest that 
the basis for the blending is the absorption of remnants from the 
magic layer, which the Hellenes inherited when invading Greece, 
into the institutionalized religion that they brought with them. 
Yet others suggest that the source is the decline of religion to the 


level of magic customs originating in theurgia (controlling and 


activating the gods) and ending up with goéteia (witchcraft). All 
agree, however, that already by an early stage in the development 
of Greek culture, we find an indistinguishable blend of the offi- 
cial, established religion with magic practices within or around 
religion.2 

The claim that magic cannot be distinguished from religion in 
Greek culture obviously assumes their separate, discrete exis- 
tence at the theoretical level that serves the discussion. Indeed, 
the words mageia and magia do appear in Greek and Latin writ- 
ings and hint at the existence of a separate magic phenomenon. 
But what was this phenomenon? In particular, what distin- 
guished it from other close phenomena (such as religious ritual) 
so that it merited its own name? Scholars naturally resort here to 
the usual, stereotypical images of magic and religion, suggesting 
such criteria as automatism (as opposed to addressing the 
supreme will) or aggressiveness (as opposed to submission and 
gratitude). The theoretical level, as expected, reflects the concep- 
tual system of the scholars themselves, an insight that evokes 
wide criticism. More and more claims have stated that nothing 
useful would come from the a priori projection onto Greco- 
Roman culture of the magic-religion dichotomy typical of West- 
ern modern thought. Scholars who endorsed this position did 
not dismiss the distinction between magic and religion because 
these had native names of their own. They did hold, however, 
that this distinction should be understood by tracking down the 
speakers' own use of these terms, and even this use should be 
understood only in the concrete contexts where the terms magia 
or mageia appear. As Charles Philips indicated, “The antithesis 


of magic and religion has value only if qualified by an 


understanding of the ways a particular social group employed 


the distinction."12 


An examination of how magia and mageia are used in late 
antiquity shows that they are tied mainly to individual or official 
hostility. Their clear context was legislative: laws against sorcery 
on the one hand and accusations of sorcery, meaning trans- 
gressions of these laws, on the other" A comparison between 
the forbidden magic practices described in these sources and the 
official religious practices shows that the difference between 
them was not a matter of essence but of their place in the estab- 
lished laws of the ritual. Religion was allowed and magic was, by 


definition, forbidden, so the allowed ritual was religion and the 


forbidden one was magic. Kirby Smith described this as follows: 
“Religion, then, is the orthodox, magic is heterodox, it being 
understood, of course, that for the Greeks and Romans the crite- 
rion of orthodoxy was the official recognition of their own State. 
The god must be officially recognized by the State, and his cere- 
monial must be the one prescribed by the official experts of the 
State."!2 A cult performed outside this mechanism of authority 
was magic. 

The problem attached to the legal use of such terms as magia 
and magus (and, respectively, mageia and magos) is reflected in 
the remarks of Lucius Apuleius, from the second century CE. 
Apuleius delivered a speech at his trial for a charge brought 
against him by the relatives of Emilia Pudentilla, a wealthy widow 
much older than him. Her kinsmen accused Apuleius of causing 
her to fall in love with him and marry him by casting a spell on 


her, and they demanded compensation from him. He wrote: 


| should therefore like to ask his most learned advocates how, 


precisely, they would define a magus. For if, as | read in many 
authors, magus is the Persian word for priest, what is there 
criminal in being a priest and having due knowledge, under- 
standing, and skill in all ceremonial law, sacrificial duties, and 


the binding rules of religion? 


Apuleius, who in his defense speech displayed broad knowledge 
about the area he was accused of and its social contexts, obvi- 
ously did not admit to witchcraft. Had he done so, he would 
have risked not only a heavy fine but even death. Hence he 
dodged the accusation by alluding to the link between religion 
and common sense, pointing to the problematic character of the 
label that had been attached to him at this trial.4 

In an article that became a milestone in the study of magic in 
the Greco-Roman world, Peter Brown shows that accusations of 
sorcery were not a matter of content but of order. He proposes 
distinguishing between acts of magic and the ascription of such 
deeds to the "other" and analyzing the other deeds separately 
from acts of magic. Brown suggests that the growing number of 
accusations of witchcraft in the Roman Empire between the 
fourth and sixth centuries CE was not a result of increased magic 
activity in this period but a reflection of the weakening of the old 
social order as a result of the inner pressures of a new power 
system. In his view, the collision and struggle between the tradi- 
tional, Roman-pagan power system and that of the Christian 
church led to fear of the “other” and encouraged attacks on its 
legitimacy. These attacks assumed the form of witchcraft 
accusations.5 Magic was identified in the Roman Empire with 
the power of the “other.” Accusations of sorcery were a symbolic 


means for expressing fear of that “other” and were, at the same 


time, an effective legal tool for contending with it. The difference 
between magic and religion was thus a matter of title, though 
highly significant politically, legally, and economically. This per- 

ception of magic in late antiquity has dominated the historical 
study of it, almost unchallenged, for the last two decades. John 


Gager formulated it clearly and succinctly. 


Magic, as a definable and consistent category of human expe- 
rience, simply does not exist.... The beliefs and practices of 
“the other” will always be dubbed as “magic,” “superstition,” 
and the like.... The sentence, "X is/was a magician!” tells us 
nothing about the beliefs and practices of X; the only solid 
information that can be derived from it concerns the speaker's 
attitude toward X and their relative social relationship—that X 
is viewed by the speaker as powerful, peripheral, and 


dangerous.) 


Hence, like O. Pettersson several decades earlier, Gager recom- 
mends that researchers avoid using the term magic altogether. 
Jonathan Z. Smith reinforced this view when, in a highly influ- 
ential article, he pointed out that the use of magic in second- 
order theoretical academic discourse was inefficient in terms of 
its explanatory value. Indeed, the neutral term ritual power, refer- 
ring to power attained through ritual means, has replaced magic 
in many later publications in the field.17 

The most prominent figure who objected to this trend in prin- 
ciple was Henk Versnel.!2 Versnel explicitly rejects the demand 
to refrain from using the term magic in research. He argues that 
pointing to the legal-social status of magic and of those involved 


in it in the Roman Empire does not offer answers about the 


essence of magic as a ritual phenomenon. In his view, just as re- 
searchers have some kind of concept about magic that they refer 
to when using the term, people in Greco-Roman culture had 
some concept concerning the phenomenon denoted through 
such terms as magus, magia, magos, mageia, and additional 
terms such as goés and goéteia (sorcerer, sorcery), which were 
part of their semantic field. Versnel insists that, in antiquity, 
these terms had essential rather than only social or legal mean- 
ing. Whoever accused an adversary of magic acts or described 
the actions of saints such as Apollonius of Tyana or Jesus Christ 
as free from it had something definite in mind that listeners 
knew how to identify. Versnel holds that that something, "the 
perception of the deviant forms of religion or outside religion 
and the practices they were consistently associated with," can be 
described without locating it along the distinguishing line be- 
tween magic and religion.12 

Versnel's view is exceptional against the background of a 
plethora of publications in this field that recurrently claim that, 
insofar as the Hellenistic world is concerned, it is not the act that 
attests to itself as magic but those who call it or accuse it of 
being so. Magic, according to this view, is not a special kind of 
acts that is essentially different from the religious kind. Among 
all the practices performed for the sake of attaining ritual power, 
acts are classified as magical because they are performed by peo- 
ple who are not official agents of such a power, appointed and 
recognized by the civil authority and the religious establishment 
tied to it. Not the “what” but the “who” defines magic in the 


Greco-Roman world. 


RELIGION, MAGIC, AND MYSTICISM IN JUDAISM IN LATE 
ANTIQUITY AND THE EARLY ISLAMIC PERIOD 

More than 150 years have elapsed since the publication of the 
first studies on magic in Judaism, and this research is still in its 
infancy. Despite a thin, if steady, flow of publications throughout 
this period, only in recent decades and with the growth in the 
publication of magic artifacts and literature—amulets, incan- 
tation bowls, and books of magic recipes—have scholars be- 
come more aware of this area of Jewish culture. Fruits of this 
awareness are visible on the bookshelves and in the journals 
dealing with Jewish studies, but a significant task is still ahead.20 
Many texts still await publication, and the research work that 
must accompany their publication is even greater. We still lack a 
phenomenological description of Jewish magic, as it is reflected 
in the magic writings themselves, and a description of its histor- 
ical development.2! Next to nothing has been written about its 
social aspects. The ties between magic and other areas of Jewish 
thought and behavior in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages, 
such as rabbinic Halakhah and Aggadah or early Jewish mysti- 
cism, have been explored only partly, as is also true of the mu- 
tual relationships between Jews and their neighbors in all that 
concerns witchcraft. Yet the study of Jewish magic did not stag- 
nate. Dozens of studies have appeared in the last 150 years, and 
in the last 25 years “Jewish magic” has actually prospered. The 
explosion in the publication of ancient texts of Jewish magic 
accompanied by research, together with the undermining of con- 
ventional notions of center and periphery, substantive and trivial, 
and at times even worthy and contemptible, rescued magic from 


the backyard of Jewish studies and pushed it toward the main 


street. 

In this section | review the study of Jewish magic in late antiq- 
uity and the early Islamic period from the methodological per- 
spective that organizes the entire discussion in this part of the 
book: How did researchers understand the essence of magic and 
its place in relation to additional phenomena in Jewish culture at 
the time? The discussion is divided into three parts: (1) magic in 
rabbinic literature, (2) magic and early Jewish mysticism, and (3) 
Jewish magic literature. 


Kishuf, Halakhah, and Aggadah: Magic in Rabbinic Literature 
The systematic research of Jewish magic (kishuf in Hebrew) be- 
gins with two relatively large works written in the second half of 
the nineteenth century by Gideon Brecher and David Jéel.22 
Brecher's book was published in 1850. His concern was magic 
and particularly magic healing in the Babylonian Talmud. Jöel's 
treatise, published about thirty years later, was broader and was 
devoted to "superstition and the view of Judaism" from the Bible 
up to Geonic literature. In the chapters on the Mishnah and the 
Talmud, Jéel discusses the main issues that would later concern 
scholars in the field: beliefs touching on demons and spirits, the 
fear of the pairs, witchcraft, divination, astrology, necromancy, 
ritual healing, and the rabbis’ attitude toward all of them. His 
discussion of these subjects in Geonic literature is the broadest 
review devoted to the subject up to today. Jéel relates all these is- 


sues to “superstitions.”23 In this spirit, he points to the Persian 


origin of some of these (foreign) beliefs and seeks to clarify the 
attitude of “Judaism” toward them. In the spirit of nineteenth- 
century Wissenschaft des Judentums, he also discusses Jewish 


mysticism in similar terms. For Jéel, Judaism is ethics and 


rational philosophy24 

The studies of Brecher and Jéel, as well as the studies of Alex- 
ander Kohut on demonology in the Babylonian Talmud (which 
were published at the midpoint between them),25 deal with two 
rabbinic bodies: the Mishnah and the Babylonian Talmud, with- 
out any mention of the Palestinian Talmud and the local 
midrashim. This neglect was partly corrected by Ludwig Blau in 
his book Das Altjiidische Zaubervesen (Ancient Jewish Magic), 
which since its publication at the end of the nineteenth century 
and until recently had been the main source for the study of 
magic beliefs and practices in rabbinic literature.26 

Blau draws no distinction between his sources according to 
their geographic origin or their date of composition. He relates 
to rabbinic literature as one corpus, which expresses a uniform 
worldview. His only distinction in this regard is the famous de- 
termination that Jews in Babylonia were more infected 
(angesteckt) by magic than their brethren in Palestine. The de- 
clared basis for this claim is the quantitative comparison be- 
tween mentions of magic in Babylonian and Palestinian works. 
But this distinction also seems to reflect Blau's view that the 
source of Jewish magic is in foreign influences on the people of 
Israel, which in his view were more pronounced in Babylonia 
than in Palestine. Blau's determination that Jews in the Hel- 
lenistic diaspora were more involved with magic than their Pales- 
tinian brethren probably rests on similar grounds.27 

At the opening of his book, Blau considers the definition of 
magic and its connection to religion in general and Judaism in 
particular. He concludes that magic is above all practice, a mode 


of action, the performance of an act. As such, it is a set of 


actions in the supernatural realm closely related to demonology 
and faith in the human power to control demons. This is also 
true of magic in Judaism.25 Yet Blau does expand his discussion 
far beyond the praxis of Jewish demonology. The sources of Jew- 
ish magic and its expansion—the image of the sorcerer, magic 
means, and beneficent and maleficent means—are reviewed 
knowledgeably and at length in his study. The incantation, which 
Blau views as the gist of ће magic ritual, and the holy names in- 
cluded in it are the subject of a particularly broad discussion. 
Blau discusses two adjuration texts in Greek in his book—one 
for love and the other for exorcising a demon—that he views as 
an expression of Hellenistic Jewish magic. Although his conclu- 
sion may be questionable, this is the first example of a compar- 
ative study that seeks to identify significant links between Jewish 
and Hellenistic magic.22 

Between Blau's study and Joshua Trachtenberg's renowned 
Jewish Magic and Superstition, published about forty years later, 
little was written on magic in rabbinic literature.2° Trachtenberg's 
goal in his book, which until recently had been the last signif 
icant landmark in the phenomenological study of Jewish magic, 
was to describe the magic beliefs and practices of Ashkenazic 
pietists. He did so methodically and thoroughly, and, by consis- 
tently relying on rabbinic sources, he shed light on a long series 
of issues, some of which had hardly been discussed until then. 

At the same time, Jacob Lauterbach published his article on 
the power of the word in rabbinic thought. Lauterbach begins by 
emphasizing the difference between the rabbis and the “primi- 
tives” described by Frazer, for whom “the word becomes fact,” 


and suggests exploring the rabbinic belief in the power of the 


word in the context of their ideology as a whole. He briefly ex- 
pounds on his view that the rabbis, or at least some of them, had 
themselves endorsed “popular superstitions.” Yet, where prin- 
ciples essential to their faith were concerned and when they did 
“recognize [these superstitions] as dangerous to the religious life 
of the people,” they fought against them and tried to eradicate 
them; if they failed, they at least tried to make them “theologically 
less harmful."3! In any event, the rabbis did believe in the perfor- 
mative power of the human word, and Lauterbach attempts to ex- 
plain this. Without relating to the details of his interpretive move 
(which, at best, rests on flimsy foundations), | note that he 
aimed to prove that the rabbinic belief in the word's performative 
power is free from any magic elements, and that was Lauter- 
bach's conclusion. This cleansing trend is compatible with Zeev 
Yavetz's claim from decades earlier regarding the well-known tal- 
mudic story about R. Shimon b. Yohai and Ben Temalion, who 
came to the rabbi's aid when the rabbi was traveling to Rome in 
order to revoke the emperor's edicts (TB Me'ila 17a-b). Yavetz 
cleanses the story of its demonological element when he states 
that Ben Temalion was the son of a Roman Jewish rabbi by the 
name of Temalion, who was close to the emperor's court.32 

A similar approach was also endorsed by the prominent tal- 
mudists Ephraim Elimelech Urbach and Saul Lieberman, and it 
still appears in the current scholarship. The studies of Lieberman 
and Urbach, published around the mid-twentieth century, place 
the study of magic in rabbinic literature on a more solid basis. 
Lieberman offers a scholarly interpretation of the Tosefta discus- 
sions on “the ways of the Amorites" (Shabbat 6—7) and relies on 


his extensive knowledge of Greco-Roman civilization to expose 


the Hellenistic influence on Jewish magic tradition. 


It is fundamentally an error to generalize and say that in Pales- 
tinian Talmudo-Midrashic literature fewer “superstitions” are 
found than in the Babylonian. To adhere to this view would 
mean to maintain that the Palestinian Jews were less civilized 
than the Babylonian, that they were not men of their time and 
place. Palestine, situated between Egypt on the one hand and 
Babylonia on the other, could not escape the influence of the 
wisdom of that time. The rabbis did their utmost to combat 
the superstitions which were forbidden by the Written Law, to 
eliminate the magic which smacked of idolatry, but they had 
to accept those charms which were sanctioned by the "scien- 
tists” of that time. The power of love charms was recognized 
by all nations of the ancient world, and the Palestinian Jews 


were no exception 33 


This passage patently attests to Lieberman's view of magic in 
Judaism.34 First, he rejects attempts to play down the extent of 
its spread among Palestinian Jews. Second, he relates it to part of 
the "culture," “wisdom,” and "science" of the Mishnaic and tal- 
mudic era and views believers in it as people who have adopted 
this culture. In other words, Lieberman holds that, as is the case 
everywhere at all times, Jews in Palestine in late antiquity adopted 
parts of the surrounding culture, especially because those parts 
represented the wisdom of that time and were approved by the 
"scientists." Magic, then, did not originate in the Jewish people. 
It wandered around in the cultural realm between Egypt and 
Babylonia and infected the people. In this area one could not es- 


cape its influence, unless one were one of the rabbis. The rabbis, 


according to Lieberman, remained free from magic’s hold. As far 
as they were concerned, these superstitions were vain beliefs for- 
bidden by the Torah and therefore had nothing to do with them. 
If, moreover, these superstitions also smacked of idolatry, the 
rabbis did their utmost to eradicate them. 

Lieberman does not exonerate Palestinian Jews from magic. 


Instead, he distances them from religion. According to his de- 


scription, Jewish religion is the religion of the rabbis. The values 
of truth (correct or mistaken) and morality (worthy or objec- 
tionable) in their religious faith are antithetical to the values of 
magic, and supporting both is consequently impossible. The rep- 
resentatives of religion identified the invasive pollution and has- 
tened to combat it but failed. The power of magic's scientific wis- 
dom overrode the power of religion in the struggle for the peo- 
ple's heart. For lack of other options, the rabbis reconciled them- 
selves to the existence of some beliefs that were particularly 
prevalent. At least, they tried to Judaize them by pouring reli- 
gious-Jew-ish content into the foreign shell of magic practices 
and incantations. 

Elsewhere in this discussion Lieberman hurls an accusation 
of magic at Hellenistic culture, which drew the people to the 
“external brilliance and the superficial beauty of Gentile life."36 
Here too, the rabbis struggled for and preached religious values. 


But it is hardly possible that the great masses of the Jewish 
people in the big towns conducted themselves in conformity 
with the idealistic views of the rabbis. It is unlikely that they 
kept consciously refusing to imitate the manners and life pat- 
terns of their neighbors, so attractive at first sight. The igno- 


rant people of the country, on the other hand, whose 


economic status made it impossible to emulate the middle 
class in the pursuit of pleasure and elegance, adopted their 
neighbors’ belief in magic, astrology, and all kinds of super- 


stitions in defiance of Written and Oral Law.37 


A clear distinction separates “the idealistic views of the rabbis” 
and the magic and superstitions forbidden by religion, accom- 
panied by a further dimension. Lieberman ties magic to igno- 
rance and poverty. The explanation, | must admit, is slightly 
strange. It suggests that the masses of the people sought Hell- 
enization. Those who could afford it adopted standards of Greek 
beauty. Those who could not endorsed superstitions. The ascrip- 
tion of magic to the lower classes appears to be the most prom- 
inent indication that Lieberman projected his own views about a 
dichotomy between magic and the religion of truth and its rep- 
resentatives' idealistic faith onto the society he so skillfully stud- 
ied and described. Magic, then, was first pushed out of the rab- 
bis’ circle and ascribed to the masses and then pushed out even 
further to the distant, poor, and ignorant margins of Jewish soci- 
ety. 

Urbach's view is close to Lieberman's. Urbach devotes two 
chapters of his book on the sages’ concepts and beliefs to magic 
and miracle and to the performative power of God's name. He 
reviews the subject expansively, as part of a systematic clarifi- 
cation of the rabbis’ comprehensive and integrated worldview. 


His opening remarks are revealing. 


The Rabbinic doctrine concerning God's all-embracing power 
has a bearing on other concepts. It excludes the possibility of 


the existence of magic power capable of influencing the laws 


of nature and the decree of God... The same reasoning ap- 
plies to magic—it is impossible to reconcile it with the exis- 
tence of an All-Powerful God.... Opposition to sorcerers is in 
keeping with the spirit of the Torah, only in Rabbinic literature 
it is much more detailed and is discussed with emphasis, 
indicating the actuality of the issue... But there is ample evi- 
dence of the widespread practice of sorcery, not only among, 
women and simple folk, but also among the scholars in Eretz- 


Israel and even more so in Babylon... In actuality, even the 


Sages of the Talmud and Midrash—despite their fundamental 
recognition that there is none besides God and that conse- 
quently witchcraft does not exist—could not ignore the facts, 
to wit, that broad masses of the people believed in and made 


use of these practices. They sought to find a compromise.2 


Urbach's view of magic, which he ascribes to the rabbis, follows 
from logical considerations. The argument is the following: Di- 
vine omnipotence precludes the possibility of human magical 
influence on the natural order. The rabbis believed in God's om- 
nipotence. Therefore the rabbis did not believe in magic. Fur- 
thermore, they could not believe in magic. Had they believed in 
it, they would have been expressly irrational. 


Rabbinic opposition to magic, then, follows from common 
sense, and this common sense fits the spirit of the Torah. Jewish 
religion cannot contain magic by virtue of logical principles. 
Hence, in its pure form, it is clean of it: “There is none besides 
God and ... consequently witchcraft does not exist.” Unfortu- 
nately, however, rabbinic literature is pervaded by traditions 
about men and women endowed with magic powers. At this 


point, the “masses of the people” enter the picture. Among 


“women and simple folk,” who we can assume were not properly 
educated, magic beliefs and even magic actions were 
widespread.*? Again, unfortunately, aggadic writings explicitly at- 
test to the rabbis’ belief in human ritual power (not to say magic) 
and to the rabbis’ use of it! Furthermore, according to Halakhah, 
a sorcerer is defined as one who “carries out a (real) act" (‘oseh 
ma'aseh), as opposed to one who merely creates illusions. Thus, 
contrary to his strong opening lines, Urbach half-heartedly ad- 
mits that rabbis also had a share in magic. In his terms, this was 
a kind of compromise between their "fundamental recognition" 
and the pressure of the people, between religion as is and the 
foreign elements that had gained a foothold in it. 

Just as the rabbis compromised, Urbach also appears to be 
inclined to do so, but he masks this inclination. He presents at 
length sources that deny magic and systematically disregards 
those who challenge his approach. Urbach chooses the story 
about a heretic asking R. Yohanan b. Zakkai concerning the 
practice of purification from the dead with the ash of the red 
heifer as a paradigm of the rabbis’ attitude toward magic. This 
choice, however, is itself paradigmatic. R. Yohanan, who evades 
the heretic’s question, tells his disciples, "By your life! Neither 
the dead person defiles nor does the water purify; only this is the 
decree of the Holy One, blessed be H 


the rabbis not only from a belief in magic but also from a belief 


This answer distances 


in the existence of any human ritual power. If this is the para- 
digm, then rabbinic religion is a pure, rationalist-ethical faith 
based on the principle of God's omnipotence. 

This is also the source for the distinction between miracle and 


sorcery that Urbach identifies in rabbinic thought. Miracle is a 


result and an expression of God’s omnipotence. Magic (which, 
as noted, is not possible) is a human action. The rabbis sanc- 
tified the miracle, but they feared the popular blurring of its bor- 
ders with magic. “The common people were, of course, inter- 
ested in one thing only—in the result of the action, without dif- 
ferentiating its source."#2 The rabbis were so determined to 
emphasize God's omnipotence that at times they preferred to 
recognize Gentile wonders as an expression of God's power 
rather than proclaim them as sorcery. Hence, claims Urbach, the 
social distinction between miracle and sorcery (religion and 
magic) on the basis of a distinction between what we do and 
what others do, which has often been suggested in the schol- 
arship, tends not to fit the rabbinic position. The rabbinic dis- 
tinction between miracle and magic is one of essence. 

Urbach then moves on to another matter essential to magic: 
the power of the Name. The problem is clear: Rabbinic literature 
points to a widespread belief in the performative power of God's 
name and in the possibility of implementing it that ostensibly ap- 
pears to be incompatible with the rabbis’ absolute negation of 
the human ability to interfere with the natural order. Urbach at- 
tacks the problem on two levels. First, he detaches the discus- 
sion about the power of the Name from the discussion about 
magic, and then he deals with it according to the same principles 
that had guided his treatment of magic. Here as well, therefore, 
he is forced into similar compromises. 

Urbach's discussion on the rabbis’ belief in the power of the 
Name relies on a study about the perception of the Name in the 
Bible and in Egyptian and Babylonian cultures. According to Ur- 


bach, Egyptians and Babylonians made magic use of names and 


tried to overpower the gods by using their names. By contrast, in 
the Bible "God's name is called, it is mentioned, when there is a 
desire for His blessing, for His response; but He that responds 
and blesses is God, not the priest by mentioning the Name."43 
Jewish religion thereby extirpated all magic elements from the 
use of the Name and enabled its existence within it. This distinc- 
tion, however, was not so rigorously preserved among “simple 
folk,” and the rabbis were therefore extremely careful in their use 
of the Name. Beside traditions attesting to its vast power to pro- 
tect and also to harm, which Urbach broadly illustrates, he 
emphasizes the rabbis’ desire to play it down in order "to pre- 
vent the blurring of the distance between God and man and the 
use of the Name for magical purposes."#4 Urbach, then, predi- 
cates the rabbis’ attitude toward the Name on an ideological- 
didactic foundation based on the popular use of it and designed 
to limit it. At the same time, he unwittingly contradicts the deter- 
mined view he had presented in his opening remarks, which set 
the terms for the discussion of the entire subject. If magic is 
altogether impossible, why the fear displayed here? 

The studies of Lieberman and Urbach excel at conveying one 
way of dealing with the distinction between magic and religion. 
These scholars project onto the research not only modern ap- 
proaches concerning magic and religion but mainly their own 
views of religion and religiosity, a view that attempts to identify 
the rabbis as its forerunners. “Opposition to sorcerers is in keep- 
ing with the spirit of the Torah,” writes Urbach, and this spirit ap- 
pears to have joined the impressive erudition of these two schol- 
ars when they formulated a comprehensive view on the essence 


of magic and its role in rabbinic literature and culture. 


Only a few scholars joined this trend. Prominent among them 
are Joshua Efron, Abraham Weinroth, and Yehuda Liebes. Efron 
links together witchcraft and foreign ritual in his explanation of 
the story about Shimon ben Shetah’s struggle against the witch- 
es in Ashkelon (PT Sanhedrin 6:4, PT Hagigah 2:2): “Shimon ben 
Shetah, therefore, hastened to act in accordance with the com- 
mandment of the Torah and Halakhah to uproot the source of 
the sin.... The distinguished nasi (leader) of the Pharisees rushed 
to eradicate a dangerous nest of foreign, pernicious cultic cus- 
toms liable to poison his nation’s soul... A group faithful to the 
covenant broke forth and fulfilled the commandment of 
zealousness."4 Weinroth has recently strongly attacked “spiri- 
tualism," as he calls it, for returning to Judaism, “through the 
back door," idolatrous fears of arbitrary powers from which Ju- 
daism had liberated human beings by basing their fate on ratio- 
nal moral principles of reward and punishment. He sums up: 
“The rabbis’ war against sorcery is, therefore, an all-out war... A 
review of the sources ... reveals that, in fact, what is at stake is а 
war of the rational motif against varieties of charlatanism, as well 
as the war of the hopeful believer against the fatalist."4 Both 
Efron and Weinroth hold that magic was essentially different 
from Jewish faith, that it penetrated Judaism from the outside 
and polluted it, and that the rabbis waged ideological war against 
itis 

Liebes has recently drawn a categorical distinction between 
magic and religion, which he ties to an explicit value judgment. 
In his articles he contrasts magic with what he calls “major writ- 
ings" and suggests distinctions concerning the rabbis' attitude 


toward it. Liebes's starting point is a recognition that "hierarchy 


is of the essence in the religious phenomenon."42 “Major and 
minor” (religion and magic) do coexist but, in order to estimate 
the real, specific value of the minor, we must consult the major. 
In his view, “It is right to see in magic as such a lower kind of 
religiosity,” a kind that cannot possibly be integrated into major 
religious texts without cleansing it and eliminating its original, 
technical-manipulative еѕѕепсе.50 As Liebes understands it, 
magic can be summed up as "the adoption of technical proce- 
dures, far removed from love or fear, in order to force God or his 
angels to fulfill the wishes of those using them." And he adds, 
"This definition fits the rabbis' position concerning the essence 
of magic." As evidence of the rabbis’ position, Liebes cites the 
well-known tradition: "Why are they called sorceries (keshafim)? 
Because they deny/diminish (makhishin) the heavenly house- 
hold" (TB Hullin 7b; TB Sanhedrin 67b). And when pointing to 
the case of Honi ha-Me'agel, the rainmaker, Liebes states: 


[Honi] seemingly uses for this purpose [making rain] the well 
known magic procedure of tracing a circle around himself, but 
his manipulation of Heaven by means of this circle, rather 
than technical, is personal-emotional. Even Shimon ben 
Shetah, a stern member of the establishment, acknowledged 
that, .. and Shimon ben Shetah was well acquainted with 
sorceries and fought them zealously... Other rainmakers, who 
are also described in rabbinic literature, replace magic with 


love of God and love of their fellows.52 


Thus (high) religious feelings of love and fear on the one hand 
and (low) magic procedures on the other are separated by an 


abysmal gap: “Major religious works do contain magic elements 


too but, in that context, they lose the essence of their magic. 
Magic and religion are incompatible. Religion either repels magic 
or incorporates it while purifying it from its basic essence. 

This radical view did not develop in a vacuum. Unlike Efron 
and Weinroth, Liebes was well aware of new research trends at- 
tempting to deconstruct the distinction between magic and reli- 
gion, pointing to magic elements in Jewish religiosity in general 
and rabbinic religiosity in particular, He responded by openly 
and steadfastly supporting the purity of Jewish religion, formu- 
lating his claims in an explicit attempt to avoid “tarnishing it with 
the stain” of magic. Although he was not alone in this struggle, 
most scholars in recent decades have not favored puristic ten- 
dencies of this kind and have held that the question of magic in 
rabbinic literature should be solved in other ways. 

Jacob Neusner’s studies mark the beginning of change. In 
some of the works he published at the end of the 1960s, 
Neusner claims that the figure of the rabbi outlined in the Mish- 
nah and both Talmuds is in many ways closer to that of the 


magush, the priest-magus of Persian religion. 


It must be stressed, however, that the rabbi was far more than 
a political figure... The rabbi emerges, therefore, as a wonder- 
working sage, master of ancient wisdom both of Israel and of 


his native Babylonia and privy to the occult.54 


How did Neusner develop an outlook so different from that of 
his predecessors? The answer lies in his sources. Neusner shifts 
the center of the discussion from Halakhah to Aggadah. His 
predecessors had taken as their starting point the halakhic ban 
on magic, sensing that everything else had to be adapted to it. 


Neusner does not deny the ban's existence but suspends it in 
order to examine stories about the rabbis’ actions. He points to 
many sources (unquestionably known also to his predecessors) 
that ascribe to the rabbis supernatural powers, such as reciting 
blessings or curses, possessing far-reaching sight, interpreting 
signs, killing with looks, conversing with the dead, and dabbling 
in medicine and astrology. He compares these features to those 
of the magush, the Zoroastrian fire priest who was a contem- 
porary neighbor of talmudic rabbis, and claims that both share 
many characteristics. 

Neusner expanded this discussion in two more articles, in 
which he highlighted the rabbis’ magic features on the one hand 
and the problem attached to the term magic in this context on 
the other, At the basis of the discussion is a fundamental distinc- 
tion between two perspectives—one from outside society and 
one from inside (equivalent to what is frequently termed in an- 
thropology the etic and етіс perspectives). From an external, an- 
thropological-scien-tific perspective, the Babylonian rabbi is a 
legislator-sorcerer. But even if he is no different from other Gen- 
tile sorcerers active in his time and his surroundings, the Jewish 
community in Babylonia might still have viewed him as different. 


Jewish society, including the rabbis, was not primitive. It had 
long since distinguished sharply, by its own standards, be- 
tween what it considered magic, and what it considered reli- 
gion—nei-ther identical with what we should class under 
these terms—and by its standards, the rabbis were not magi- 
cians.... Some of them did practice magic on the side, but this 
is a different matter... The rabbis never called themselves 


magicians. On the contrary, they consistently and explicitly 


disapproved of “magic.” ... But many of the things they did, 
especially the supernatural character alleged to have been im- 
parted to them by their knowledge of Torah, must be seen in 
the context of antiquity as appropriate to divine-men or 


magicians.5* 


By addressing the categories that the examined society used 
when relating to itself, Neusner solves the contradiction between 
the rabbis’ consistent opposition to magic and the fact that an 
external examination of the traditions about them shows that 
they themselves had been sorcerers. He adopts a social distinc- 
tion between magic and religion based on the way the Jewish 
community itself—and in this case the religious-political estab- 
lishment of the rabbis, whose writings are the source of the dis- 
cussion—per-ceived the relationship between center and periph- 
ery. Neusner argues that in the intrasocial context it is not the act 
that defines its performer but the social status of the performer 
that determines the character of the act. In the circles where rab- 
binic literature was created, no acts of magic were ascribed to the 
rabbis and they were not perceived as sorcerers because they 
themselves were the religious establishment. For this reason, 
they could condemn and forbid supernatural activity of the kind 
they themselves performed, referring to them as sorcery. In this 
view, saint and sorcerer (miracle and witchcraft, religion and 
magic) are examined on two parallel levels: external and internal. 
Even though externally they do not appear to differ, from an in- 
side perspective they are sharply distinct, and the demarcation 
between them rests on the person’s place in the social-political 
order of the community. 


Neusner returned to this question about twenty years later, in 


an article where he extended the social-political distinction be- 
tween magic and miracle to the realm of knowledge. In his view, 
not only is the essence of the act determined by the performer's 
social status, but so is the truth of the knowledge in whose name 
the act is performed. The distinction between magic and science, 
meaning true knowledge, systematically follows from the social 
context of the knowledge: “Science is what | know; magic is what 
you know.... In every case ... the distinction between miracle and 
magic and the distinction between science and magic is precisely 
the same. In both cases the distinction flows from the system's 
larger systematic judgment on who and what are inside, who and 
what are outside." 55 Neusner examines the rabbis’ distinction be- 
tween true knowledge and magic knowledge according to this 
principle and states that, in this context, religion and science are 
on one side and magic is on the other. The rabbis’ distinction of 
miracle and science from magic acts follows from the distinction 
between the people of Israel and the Gentiles and indeed marks 
it. Both miracles and true knowledge are a product of the Torah. 
The rabbi's ideal figure is indeed equipped with both, and they 
are mutually tied. His miraculous powers follow from his intel- 
lectual and practical internalization of the Torah through a ritual 
life of study and through the commandments he observes.S? Ву 
contrast, magic refers to Gentile knowledge and the acts that 
accompany it. According to this principle, the rabbis do not be- 
long to the realm of magic in rabbinic literature by definition! 
They are the spiritual heroes of their literature; they are its “us,” 
and therefore their acts are miracles and the knowledge they pos- 
sess is the truth. 58 


Neusner, then, sets the study of magic in rabbinic literature 


witchcraft stories is to publicize the danger, bring it to the public 
arena, and struggle against it there. Secrecy is a cover for the 
breaking of boundaries, for lack of control. The rabbis therefore 
sought to make female witchcraft explicit, expose it, and uproot 
its power. Seidel skillfully analyzes traditions of witchcraft and 
exposes their depth structure. He shows that they are tied to 
independence, to knowledge, to openness, to the organization of 
women on the one hand and to malicious powers on the other. 
The accusation of witchcraft is a kind of warning about the social 
danger latent in women who are not under halakhic control, as 
dictated by the rabbis. The stories of struggle against women ex- 
pose the deviation, oppress it, and remove it. These are stories 
about leadership and proper social order. 

Simha Fishbane and Meir Bar-Ilan also apply gender and 
political insights to their discussions of rabbinic views of female 
witchcraft, but they adopt a feminist rather than an anthropo- 
logical perspective. Fishbane proposes examining the attitude to- 
ward witchcraft in the Babylonian Talmud according to three 
concentric social circles: rabbis, men, women (from center to pe- 
riphery, in that order). In his view, the Talmud attests that ritual 
activity involving supernatural forces takes place in all these cir- 
cles, but the attitude toward it is different in each case. Super- 
natural actions by rabbis are presented as miracles that follow 
from their special closeness to God. Similar actions by men who 
are not part of the rabbis' circle are decried as a sin, whereas 
women engaging in such actions are accused of witchcraft. Fish- 
bane deals first with the gap between the rebuke of women and 
that of men. He determines that the reason for identifying the rit- 


ual activity of women with witchcraft and the usual connection of 


their witchcraft with harlotry—an additional focus of illegitimate 
feminine activity—is their threat, as a group, to the social order 
centering on men. Men, although they can weaken rabbinic au- 
thority, do not fundamentally threaten the social order. Hence a 
man who is not part of the rabbis’ circle and performs miracles 
is a sinner. Women, by contrast, are perceived as liminal, as so- 
cial margins posing a definite threat to the male center. Super- 
natural female power, therefore, is not merely a sin. Men view 
such power as a genuine threat and hence as intolerable. Fish- 
bane illustrates this trend well when exploring stories about 
struggles between rabbis and witches. These symbolic expres- 
sions of male anxiety about the power of women end with the 
victory of the rabbi, who, in the eyes of the narrator, holds legit- 
imate authority over the woman. Fishbane clarifies that witchcraft 
is a label expressing male fear of the female gender, regardless of 
the essence of the women's actions and even regardless of 
whether such acts are actually performed.55 

Bar-Ilan presents a similar claim. In his view, accusing women 


of witchcraft at the time of the rabbis and even earlier, in the 
Bible and the Apocrypha, serves as a political means to “sup- 
press a lower class” and fixes the hierarchical relationship be- 
tween ruler and ruled (as similar accusations against Jews were 
used, for example, in Christian society). The essence of the act, 
then, is not at all relevant to its labeling as witchcraft (kishuf ). 
The only thing that determines this is the performer's social 
membership: "If Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai carried out actions be- 
yond the realm of the laws of nature, that was a miracle, but if a 
woman carried out the same action, that was witchcraft."55 


In their studies Fishbane and Bar-Ilan convey a sociological 


conception of magic and religion. But there is an essential differ- 
ence between them. Fishbane presents the female witchcraft 
dimension as a structured cultural expression of collective male 
anxiety about the social power of women. Bar-Ilan claims that 
the rabbis did indeed have good reason to fear them. Because 
rabbis distanced women from any leadership role, women tried 
to control society by means of witchcraft and to dictate to men 
what to do: “To a certain extent one can regard this as a type of 
‘revenge’ by the woman against the male world which forced her 
to act in this ‘non-conventional’ manner."$ These remarks ex- 
plicitly deal not only with women's actual attempts to activate 
supernatural means in order to attain control but also with the 
effectiveness of these attempts. According to Bar-llan, then, 
witchcraft is an oppressive political term reflecting struggles that 
had been related to supernatural power and were actually waged 
between men and women. 

In recent years, several scholars have shed further light on 
gender aspects of witchcraft traditions in rabbinic literature. Tal 
Пап offers a feminist reading of the “witch hunt" in Ashkelon as a 
basis for a renewed understanding of the historical events 
recorded in it.5 Rebecca Lesses examines the place of the female 
gender in three layers of the Jewish culture of witchcraft: clients, 
witches, and she-demons. She sees the actual connection be- 
tween talmudic traditions and magic traditions in Babylonian 
incantation bowls and bases her approach on a study of these 
two bodies of sources. She also notes that the female character 
of witchcraft in rabbinic literature reflects a gender politics strug- 
gle. Yet, by relying on traditions about general medicine and 


magic healing conveyed by Abaye's foster mother, as transmitted 


and preserved in the Talmud through her son, Lesses claims that 
the rabbis’ gender ideology in this regard is not uniform. Women 
are indeed perceived as “engaged in sorcery” but also, at times, 
as possessing knowledge vital for protection and healing from it. 
This kind of knowledge was valued and preserved by the rabbis 
in their literature, despite its female origin.2° 

Kimberly Stratton, who emphasizes the social-political aspect 
of sorcery accusations in antiquity, including in rabbinic liter- 
ature, extensively discusses the feminine dimension of the dis- 
cursive practice of othering. Stratton points to the deep connec- 
tion between women, food, and magic typical of both Palestinian 
and Babylonian sources: “If there is a single ideology regarding 
magic in rabbinic writings, the association of women, food and 
magic might be #77 She excels at illustrating this connection 
through traditions linking magic and cooking and, pointing to 
the rabbinic use of food as a metaphor for sex, she states, “The 
fear of women preparing food, expressed in many rabbinic pre- 
sentation of magic, may mirror a deeper anxiety over controlling 
women's sexuality;"72 Sex and magic, then, intertwine in the rab- 
binic discourse on magic as two facets of a female power that 
the rabbis feared and sought to restrain. 

Joshua Levinson, who sharpens the differences between sto- 
ries on magic in the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds, ex- 
plains the stories in the Babylonian Talmud in light of his de- 
termination that “Babylonian magic—and particularly female 
magic—is presented as а carnivalesque threat to the beth 
midrash culture. Not surprisingly, the carnivalesque also includes 
a gender component: while the world of the beth midrash, which 


is distinctly male, symbolizes the desirable normative order, its 


opposite is characterized by female characteristics." Levinson 
then discusses at length the carnivalesque character of the magic 
stories in the Babylonian Talmud and the women's share in the 
rabbis’ structuring and staging of the “anti-culture.” 

Feminism and gender are only one channel for developing the 
discussion about the social aspects of magic in rabbinic liter- 
ature, and scholars deal with them from several directions. Eli 
Yassif contributes a  literary-folkloristic approach to е 
discussion74 He suggests separating Halakhah from Aggadah 
and concentrating on the latter. In his view, latent in the narrative 
structure are solutions to the many problems that concerned 
scholars regarding the rabbis’ attitude toward magic and 
demons. Yassif holds that the rabbis shared the belief in demons 


and spirits; however, he is puzzled by the relatively large number 
of demon stories in their literature. He shows that these stories 
had didactic aims. As usual in all religious establishments, the 
rabbis also enlisted the society's deepest fears to impose their 
views on it, and they did so through exemplary demonological 
stories, among other things. The plots of these stories, which 
were purportedly real, attest to the superiority of the religious 
and ethical values preached by the rabbis in the struggle against 
demonic evil and in gaining protection from it. Incidentally, these 
stories also corroborate the relative superiority of the bearers of 
these values, that is, the rabbis themselves. 

Yassif adopts a similar attitude concerning rabbinic witchcraft 
stories. He suggests distinguishing the rabbis’ pronouncements 
from the stories about them. In this model the rabbis’ pro- 
nouncements point to their opposition to magic (and at times 


even to interest in it) and reflect the rabbis’ historical image. By 


contrast, the witchcraft stories about the rabbis are a collection 
of popular fabrications that were created many years after the 
rabbis’ death.75 These exemplary fabrications, which glorify the 
miraculous-magic power of the rabbis, the community's heroes, 
found their way naturally into rabbinic literature. The didactic 
form they were given in its context served the rabbis’ ideological 
and political aims. 

An additional direction in the development of the sociological 
discussion of magic touches on the halakhic category of “ways 
of the Amorites,” which in the past had been mainly a topic of 
philological and historical research./ Giuseppe Veltri and 
Jonathan Seidel separately claim that this notion, in which rabbis 
distinguish permitted from forbidden, does not relate to the 
essence of the acts defined through it but only to their social as- 
cription. The problem with the foreign elements that spread 
among the people did not concern the elements themselves but 
only their foreignness. Seidel holds that, for the rabbis, the “ways 
of the Amorites” category denotes acts that were less significant 
in the category of magic. Their foreignness was less problematic 
to the rabbis than the “abuse of divine/human boundaries," as 
they presented magic, because magic posed a direct threat to the 
exclusivity the rabbis demanded for themselves in the use of 
these powerful boundaries. The ways of the Amorites were for- 
bidden as idolatry. Magic was described as hostile to and as 
weakening heavenly powers (TB Sanhedrin 67b and parallel ver- 
sions) and was thus transformed from an enemy of the estab- 
lishment into an enemy of society.75 

Veltri emphasizes the authority-dependent relativity of what is 


meant by the ways of the Amorites, because, barring an 


essentialist principle, each case is decided ad һос.79 He later 
develops the idea of empiricism concerning the rabbis’ view of 
witchcraft, particularly concerning healing, and applies it to the 
ways of the Amorites as well. His central claim in these studies is 
that, regarding “Greek wisdom” (lokhmah yevanit), meaning 

contemporary scientific knowledge and its accompanying praxis, 
the rabbis were suspicious but open. Their attitude was based on 
pragmatism and empirical investigation. What had proved empir- 
ically useful was accepted. The rest was rejected as idolatry, Vel- 
tri thus shifts the discussion from the magic-religion realm to 
that of magic versus ѕсіепсе,80 In his view, whatever proved to 
be “science” was excluded from the category of magic, even if it 
did derive from a foreign source. The ways of the Amorites cate- 
gory served the rabbis precisely for drawing a distinction be- 
tween what had proved useful and thus was accepted as ours, 
and what had failed to pass the empirical test and had been re- 
jected as foreign magic (TB Shabbat 67a and TB Hullin 77b). Ac- 
cording to Veltri, the empirical thought seeking direct ties be- 
tween cause and effect in reality is also at the basis of the distinc- 
tion between a sorcerer, “who carries out a (real) act” (‘oseh 
ma'aseh), and one who merely creates illusions (M. Sanhedrin 
7:11). Rabbinic empirical thought did not exclude the possibility 
of action through supernatural powers. It examined such actions 
suspiciously and affirmed them or rejected them ad hoc. In any 
event, no place was found for their agents outside rabbinic cir- 
cles. The rabbis’ aspiration to monopolize all the knowledge tied 
to supernatural powers led them to reject whomever they sus- 
pected of possessing any ability to genuinely affect reality, 


through a power they sought to preserve solely for themselves.2! 


In recent decades and particularly since the 1990s, a trend of 
social-political gender analysis has become prominent in the 
study of magic in general and in the inquiry into accusations of 
witchcraft and stories about the rabbis’ struggles against it in 
particular. This trend seeks to exclude the rabbis’ opposition to 
magic from the realm of ideology and to link it instead to their 
aspiration to monopolize truth, the supernatural power derived 
from it, and the social leadership related to both of them. This 
insight is tied to the scholars’ view that all beliefs and rituals re- 
lated to the supernatural are part of one system. Distinctions be- 
tween religion and magic, between miracles and sorceries, be- 
tween saints and witches, and so forth are perceived as an intra- 
cultural expression of gender and political struggles using ideo- 
logical language and symbols. Yet not all scholars adopt this ap- 
proach. Approaches seeking to unify, separate, or link magic and 
religion in rabbinic literature have also been discussed without 
paying attention to the power fields generated and demarcated by 
language. 

Ithamar Gruenwald, for example, ascribes definite “mystical- 
magic” overtones to rabbinic spirituality. His starting point is 
essentialist. Gruenwald views magic as a “cognitive modus that 
organizes the religious person's perception of reality” and deter- 
mines both his conceptual and actual world.3? The distinction, 
then, is not between the religious and the magic phenomenon 
but between different types of cognitive modes: a magic one on 
the one hand and a rational-scientific one—l presume—on the 
other. From an external perspective, that of a researcher in West- 
ern culture, religion is a way of expressing the cognitive magic 


modus. This was also the religiosity of the rabbis. Indeed, as 


Gruenwald indicates, “This is not the usual pagan magic, but a 
magic denoting a special spirituality,” even though mystic-magic 
elements are still prominent within it. 

Gruenwald identifies the core of magic as the attempt to influ- 
ence natural or supernatural external powers through the human 
spirit. He relies on this insight to point out the magic character 
of the rabbis’ miracles and to determine that the main Jewish 
religious ritual, prayer, is an expression of a magic worldview. 


The human spirit operates in magic through words, magic 
names and other accessories... Words have inherent power... 
In this sense, words used in prayer are no different in prin- 
ciple from those used in magic.... In other words, the religious 
ritual—particularly one accompanied by words and special 


formula—fundamentally bears a magic character.5* 


This conclusion goes well beyond the scholarly discussions on 
the rabbis’ knowledge and their miraculous or magic deeds? 
and touches on the essence of the religious act taking place be- 
tween an individual and God, which the rabbis established and 
shaped. 

Moshe Idel's approach is even more radical. He defines Jew- 
ish magic as “a system of practices and beliefs that presupposes 
the possibility to achieve material gains by means of techniques 
that cannot be explained experimentally"56 In Idel's view, the 
most significant category in the discussion of magic is empirical 
explanation, and the productive distinction in such a discussion 
is the one between magic and scientificempirical thought. Idel 
also adopts an approach that defines magic in essentialist terms 


by comparing it with the empirical category (a category that is a 


fundamental principle in the cultural system that organizes real- 
ity in his own world, as a researcher). This approach blurs al- 
most entirely the border between Jewish systems of faith and ac- 
tion, usually referred to as magic and religion. It does exclude 
from the broad scope of magic limited aspects of religious 
“rationality” (and possibly perceptions that shift the entire gain 
from this to the next world) but still leaves within it the absolute 
majority of Jewish manifestations of religiosity. Moreover, “The 
phenomenologies of some forms of Judaism, with the exception 
of some few, though sometimes influential exceptions ... [are] 
magic at the core, because of the centrality of performance 
acts—ritualistic and liturgical—over knowledge and faith.”®? This 
magic core, fundamental to most expressions of Jewish reli- 
giosity, enabled the penetration of similar magic elements from 
the surroundings. Rather than creating Jewish magic ex nihilo, 
these elements were absorbed into and enriched its core. 

Idel applies this view of magic in his many studies of Kab- 
balah and Hasidism, which exceed the scope of this survey. For 
my current concern, what matters is his discussion of ancient 
Jewish “theurgy,” as he put it, including the “theurgic elements” 
in rabbinic faith. In Kabbalah: New Perspectives, Idel defines 
theurgy as “the ritualistic and experiential way of relating to the 


divinity in order to induce a state of harmony. 


Often, however, 
such attempts to influence the divinity are ultimately directed to 
the attainment of some material gain. Hence, even though “in 
contrast to the magician, the ancient and medieval Jewish theur- 
gian focused his activity on accepted religious values,” his ac- 
tions are actually magical. Idel shows that rabbinic sources ex- 


pressing a theurgic vision of the commandments attest that they 


were perceived not only as a means of intensifying divine power 
but also as a way to bring down God's Shekhinah upon the 
world. Some of the sources link the world's existence to the 
commandments. According to these sources, then, the official 
Jewish system of ritual, as shaped by the rabbis, is, in Idel's defi- 
90 


nition, a kind of magic activi 


Dinah Stein deepens these insights and adds a further layer to 
them, the latest so far. If magic had thus far invaded the rabbis’ 
religiosity and the religious praxis they had established, then, ac- 
cording to Stein, magic is tied to the uniqueness of Jewish faith. 
She makes this connection from an original perspective that 
traces the meaning of magic as a cultural symbol in general and 
in the context of the monotheistic experience in particular. 


The nucleus of the magic experience is the sense of a gap.... 
The gap is the basic experiential paradigm in a disjointed and 
fragmented world: there is a semiotic (including a verbal) gap 
between sign and signified, a gap between humans and their 
surroundings and between humans and God. Furthermore, 
the power of the magic language, which flows from its simul- 
taneous ascription to three generally separate categories— 
God, humans, and the object itself (language itself )—also 
hints at a (longing for) a uniform undifferentiated system. 
Magic, then, expresses a longing for a non-differential, “non- 
gapped" state: fantasy. We should therefore understand the 
centrality of the magic experience especially within the 
monotheistic context, which seeks to bridge what Goldin had 
referred to as "the empty space between God and man." 
Magic praxis then, in a way realizes the experience that is also 


at the basis of the miracle. 


This suggestion is diametrically opposed to the logical argument 
that Urbach turned into the basis of the rabbinic view of magic 
and to the views of Lieberman, Weinroth, and others who tried to 
cleanse Judaism, in its “pure form,” from any hint of magic. Ac- 
cording to Stein, it is in monotheistic faith that magic acquires a 
particularly deep meaning. Where the gap between God and hu- 
mans is especially broad, where the concealing of God is remark- 
ably large, and where the human loneliness that follows from 
them is exceptionally harsh, a particularly strong yearning arises 
for a magic that will bridge the gap. Stein, then, anchors magic in 
a mentality founded on an existential gap experience. This men- 
tality has distinct performative expressions, such as the magic 
treatises and the adjuration texts in Hekhalot and Merkavah liter- 
ature, but also has literary expressions that are not expressly 
practical (such as those in Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer, on which Stein 
focuses her study). This mentality does not identify magic as a 
separate phenomenon and does not detach it from other phe- 
nomena. The border between incantation and prayer, between 
magic and miracle, and between magic and religion is therefore 
blurred. All are part of a broad cultural system, founded on a 
painful experience of gap and on a deep yearning for a way of 
bridging that gap.22 

Research, pendulum-like, tends to oscillate between theo- 
retical extremes. Earlier in this chapter | discussed a radical reac- 
tion to the prevalent research view: the position of Yehuda 
Liebes. A more moderate response is that of Peter Schafer. 
Schafer’s work marks the beginning of a retreat from the almost 
absolute unification of magic and religion in the thought and the 


praxis bequeathed by the rabbis.23 His is not a sharp movement. 


Scháfer fine-tunes the distinction between magic and religion on 
the basis of nuances rather than separate categories. He rejects 
the demand to refrain altogether from the use of the term magic 
in the study of ancient culture. He is also opposed to its under- 
standing as merely a political term, whose meaning is summed 
up by pointing to power struggles between individuals or groups 
in the community. Instead, Schafer suggests adopting William 
Goode's view and sees magic and religion as phenomena sepa- 
rated by a fine distinction rather than as a dichotomy, given that 
they are on a continuum.?* Schäfer finds Dorothy Hammond's 
proposition to view magic as one of the powers operating within 
religion especially fruitful, because it enables him to discern 
magic within rather than against religion. In his view, which 
resembles Gruenwald's, magic in Jewish religion is the part of it 
that emphasizes human supernatural powers of action and influ- 
ence in the world. By contrast, other perceptions in religion 
emphasize the absolute power of God. 

Schafer refrains from weaving in the thin and defined strains 
of essence, which are necessary to capture magic phenomena in 
religious culture in general. His discussion of magic in rabbinic 
literature, however, is based on such a web. He ties the rabbis’ 
absolute rejection of magic and the struggle they waged against 
magic practices that he claims were widespread to an ideological 
stance: The rabbis viewed them as idolatry. Scháfer's study of 
sources dealing with healing led him to the conclusion that the 
rabbis’ distinction between legitimate and illegitimate healing 
practices rests on the character of the act. Healing through 
prayer did not contradict faith and was therefore recognized as 


miraculous healing and practiced by the rabbis. Healing through 


witchcraft was rejected because it was idolatry. Magic elements 
were adopted only if compatible with the rabbinic values of faith 
and were allowed only to the rabbis.9* 

Another approach, recently endorsed by Philip Alexander, 
makes a similar but far stronger claim, stating that the rabbis’ 
attitude toward magic rests on their theological view. Alexander 
points to a trend marked by the breakup of the magic category 
and the rabbis’ “decriminalization” and “liberalization” of magic 
actions in relation to the biblical view. This trend is evident in the 
creation of the illusion (‘ahizat 'einayim) category in the realm 
of magic on the one hand and in a somewhat lenient view of 
"true" (effective) magic, referring to the one performed by the 
rabbis with God's help, on the other. Alexander ties the oppo- 
sition to magic noted in the Talmud to another kind of "true 
magic," which relies on help from demons. In his view, the rab- 
bis' opposition to magic (meaning demonic true magic) follows 
from a prekabbalistic view concerning the cosmic power of evil 
forces and its theurgic aspect, which is the meaning of the state- 
ment that sorceries (keshafim) "deny/diminish (makhishin) the 
heavenly household" (TB Hullin 7b; TB Sanhedrin 67b). Ulti- 
mately, argues Alexander, the struggle between the rabbi-sorcerer 


who relies on God and the sorcerer who uses demons suggests 
that both sides not only are strengthened through the cosmic 
powers that assist them but also strengthen these powers in 
turn. The “Torah-magic” of the rabbis is thus not only a personal 
and national privilege in the struggle against evil powers but a 
true obligation meant to strengthen God's power in the world. 
For this theological-theurgic reason, argues Alexander, the rabbis 


did not entirely break up the category of magic, and therefore 


they both participated in and opposed “true magic” at the same 
time.28 

Alexander's and Scháfer's views lead the current discussion to 
its last stop: Gideon Bohak's broad study, Ancient Jewish Magic: 
A History, and the chapter he devoted to rabbinic literature. 
Echoes of their views resonate in the position of Bohak, who 
traces the course of Jewish magic as a unique cultural phenom- 
enon (although without defining it and without any judgmental 
baggage) and discusses the rabbinic halakhic discourse on the 
subcategories of Jewish magic and the related terminology. 
Bohak is, above all, a historian of Jewish magic, and he invests 
his main effort into the careful search, systematic classification, 
and lucid presentation of magic findings from antiquity, which 
he discusses both per se and in their historical intracultural and 
cross-cultural contexts. And he does so also in a chapter dealing 
with the traditions about magic and magicians in rabbinic liter- 
ature. His aim is “to re-examine the rabbinic evidence in light of 
the ‘insider’ sources, produced by the Jewish magicians who 
were the rabbis’ own contemporaries."97 

Bohak, then, refrains from defining magic in the context of 
rabbinic literature. For the collection and classification of rele- 
vant materials on the perception of Jewish magic in the Jewish 
culture surrounding the rabbis, he relies on the cumulative 
magic evidence he refers to as insider sources, which he de- 
scribes at length.22 He seeks—and easily finds—various aspects 
of this cultural perception of magic in the plethora of rabbinic 
traditions that he gathers, classifies, presents, and analyzes. For 
Bohak, the reality of magic in rabbinic culture is a simple fact, 


discernible in the open existence of many traditions expressing 


worldviews and practices similar to those emerging from the 
magic finding: bowls, spells, use of the Ineffable Name and of 
biblical verses, and so forth. And although he declares that his 
aim is "narrow" and focused on the inquiry into rabbinic liter- 
ature in light of the magic finding, his discussion extends far be- 
yond the shared foundations of these two bodies of sources and 
covers questions touching on phenomenological, halakhic, and 
social aspects of the rabbinic traditions per se. 

The prominent advantage of this discussion is the breadth of 
its scope. Bohak does not deal with one or another aspect of 
magic in rabbinic literature but with all the traditions bearing on 
this matter. At the same time, he does not seek to discuss this 
broad range as a monolithic expression of the magic of the rab- 
bis or the rabbis’ stance on magic. Instead, he examines it as a 
multihued mosaic, whose various tiles must be illuminated from 
different directions according to the matter at hand. This ap- 
proach, which seeks to encompass all the information and at the 
same time focuses on its components, leads the discussion to 
many specific conclusions about, for example, the rabbis’ ha- 
lakhic discourse on licit and illicit magic in their religious legis- 
lation, stories about rabbis engaging in (forbidden) sorcery, the 
use they made of the fear of witchcraft and demons to exert so- 
cial control, the social contexts of their struggles against heretics 
and witches, their familiarity with magic practices widespread in 
their Jewish and Gentile surroundings, and the magic knowledge 
(mainly apotropaic and antidemonic) that was absorbed in their 
literature. All these conclusions do not add up to one uniform 
trend in the rabbis’ perception of magic or in their attitude to- 


ward it, which Bohak strives to formulate. Quite the opposite. 


From the gathering together of the many facts, sayings, attitudes, 
and rabbinic stories, we learn that “the rabbis had mostly under- 
mined their own anti-magic legislation.” 

Methodologically, Bohak relies on a distinction between what 
is and what is not magic in rabbinic literature (as discernible in 
the contemporary Jewish “magic evidence”). Using this distinc- 
tion, he points out the variety of magic elements in rabbinic cul- 
ture and their place in it. By doing so, he rejects the two extreme 
positions that had been articulated in the past regarding Jewish 
magic in antiquity: “We may conclude that both the claim that 
the Jewish magical texts we have examined belong to heretical 
Jews and the claim that they belong at the heart of rabbinic Ju- 
daism are false."12° Bohak, then, seeks to propose a cautious, 
impartial view concerning the place of magic in rabbinic liter- 
ature. The wealth and scope of the sources revealed and dis- 
cussed in his study no longer leave any doubt concerning the 
depth of magic's hold on the rabbis’ thought and on their world. 
Although perhaps not always compatible with the halakhic rul- 
ings they issued and possibly not entrenched at the heart of rab- 
binic Judaism, magic was definitely a central component of Jew- 
ish culture in late antiquity. Not only did the rabbis not fully re- 
ject it, but they also actually seized from it by the handful. 

In sum, we can clearly see that the study of magic in rabbinic 
literature underwent a true revolution in the second half of the 
twentieth century, manifest in the attention devoted to the sub- 
ject and mainly in the scholars’ treatment of it. Approaches that 
now seem apologetic, which had sought to place magic outside 
the rabbis’ religious world, ceded ground to sociological views of 


religion that do not differentiate religion from magic on 


essentialist grounds. The dichotomous stance by which religion 
and magic, miracles and sorceries, saints and witches, are anti- 
thetical, a stance that served scholars in their explanations of the 
rabbis’ absolute repudiation of magic and of anyone involved 

with it, was replaced by new approaches grounded in politics and 

gender. The political approaches reveal the rabbis’ rejection of 
magic as an expression of their desire to monopolize knowledge 
and power in the community they wished to lead. The gender ap- 
proaches tie to magic a fear of women as a gender and as an op- 
pressed group. 

The rabbis’ religiosity has itself been recently presented as 
marked by magic aspects and even as yearning for magic by its 
very essence. The discourse on rabbinic magic may find it hard 
to contain such radical views, and initial signs of explicit and 
deliberate opposition to them have already appeared. Beside 
them, echoes of the old voices occasionally resonate as well. The 
change, however, does not appear to have happened by itself. It 
is part of a broader change in the self-perception of the Western 
world and in the absolute value it tended (and still tends) to as- 
cribe to its culture. The beginning of the sociological discus- 
sions of magic in rabbinic literature is tied to a change in the per- 
ception of magic in anthropological research and in the historical 
study of the Greco-Roman world. Their ending, so it seems, lies 
in postmodern and postcolonial thought, which dismisses abso- 
lute values and founds morality, faith, and ideology on relation- 
ships of power and control. Were the strong hold of this thought 
in the Western world to become weaker, magic in rabbinic liter- 
ature may change its place yet again and even return to the place 


allocated to it at the start of these discussions. 


Visions and Adjurations: Magic in Hekhalot and Merkavah Liter- 
ature 
The growing interest in magic expanded to include scholars deal- 
ing with early Jewish mysticism. This religious trend developed 
in Palestine and Babylonia mainly between the third and eighth 
centuries CE and reached us in the form of a few works com- 
monly known, collectively, as Hekhalot and Merkavah 
literature.!?! | do not discuss this literature per se, but, in gen- 
eral, it can be described as conveying a complex set of relation- 
ships between humans and angels and as reducing the gap be- 
tween them in one of two ways: (1) through humans ascending 
to heaven (which is populated by an infinite number of angels 
and other heavenly entities) in a journey driven by the longing to 
contemplate the divine surroundings and God sitting on his 
throne and, through them, participating in and even leading the 
angelic ritual of God's glorification and learning the heavenly 
mysteries; or (2) through humans drawing down angels to the 
earthly realm in order to learn from them and use them.102 Al- 
though this is obviously not an exhaustive description of early 
Jewish mysticism, it does clarify the course along which the 
power structures between humans and angels developed. These 
structures are the basis for the researchers’ concern with magic 
in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature.193 

The study of magic in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature has 
its roots in Gershom Scholem's work. In his 1950s studies, 
which deal with Jewish mysticism,!% Scholem points to the mag- 
ical and theurgic features typical of this literature. He hardly 
refers to these features, however, nor does he seem to ascribe 


great significance to them. He views them as a secondary 


element that was added to the vital core of Hekhalot and 
Merkavah literature—the experience of ascending to heavenly 


heights and contemplating God.125 For Scholem, theurgy, mean- 
ing the adjuration of the angels, was only a means for attaining 
the true end, a tool serving mystics to carve their upward path to 
the longed-for contemplation of the divine throne, and definitely 
not an essential interest. The rejection of magic as an essential 
element of ancient Jewish mysticism is also evident in Scholem's 
attitude toward the Prince of Torah (sar shel Torah) traditions. 
The explicit concern of these traditions is to adjure the angel in 
charge of the Torah and use him to attain absolute knowledge 
and remembrance of it. In Scholem's view, we can distinguish 
the early layers of these traditions, where the magic element is 
absent, from the later layers, where its presence is decisive.196 
Scholem, then, relegates magic to the margins of Hekhalot and 
Merkavah literature. He views it as an element of minor impor- 
tance to the essence and the concern of this literature, one that 
gained a hold in it only in the later stages of its development.107 
Magic aspects were hardly considered in the research of 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature in the two decades that fol- 
lowed. Moshe Idel and Ithamar Gruenwald are the most notable 
contributors to the discussion. Gruenwald, who describes this 
literature as "technical guidebooks" for mystics, sees two facets 
in it: descriptions of heavenly journeys and descriptions of draw- 
ing down angels. In his work he ascribes far greater importance 
to the magic-theurgic aspect in both these areas than Scholem 
did. Gruenwald points out the magic elements common in the 
practices described in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature and 


examines their ties with the magic found in Greek magical papyri. 


Nevertheless, he cautions against the perception of this literature 
as magic-theurgic or as an expression of such an experience. To 
judge by Eric R. Dodds, whom he quotes, Gruenwald draws a 
distinction between popular magic, which uses holy names and 
wordings from a religious source in order to attain secular ends, 
and theurgy, which uses popular magic rituals for religious pur- 
poses. The purpose of adjuring the angels, then, is what deter- 
mines whether the action is placed under the rubric of popular 
magic or religious theurgyJ9* Gruenwald later refines this dis- 
tinction in an article where he points to "mystical-magic" layers 
in rabbinic religiosity. Idel deepens even further the significance 
of magic in the worldview of the descenders to the heavenly 
chariot (yordei ha-merkavah)!?? by pointing out that the view of 
the Torah as a “mystery” (raz), which their literature endorses, is 
equivalent to a view of the Torah as names endowed with a per- 
formative power that humans can activate. 

The publication of Peter Schafer’s Synopse zur Hekhalot- 
Literatur in 1981 and the consequent surge in the research of this 
literature widely broadened the inquiry to include the issue of 
magic within it. Rachel Elior is one of the more prominent partic- 
ipants in this discussion. She notes the importance of holy 
names in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature and the particular 
interest of yordei ha-merkavah in them. In her view, this interest 
results from the magical and theurgic potential of these names. 
Although Elior holds that the main concern of the early mystical 
treatises is the heavenly vision, heavenly learning, and poetry, 
she clarifies that the holy names, which are the essence of the 
heavenly revelation, became a mystical-magical means to deter- 


mine the possibility of a mystical experience." This experience 


is infeasible without knowledge of holy names and without the 
mystic activating the performative power hidden in them. Sepa- 
rating mystical from magical layers in this literature, then, is 
impossibleJ2 Elior develops this view extensively at a later 
stage. She argues that the uniqueness of ancient Hekhalot and 
Merkavah literature is the close integration of mysticism, magic, 
and angelology. She identifies the magic component as "the 
adjuration of angels, secret incantations, knowledge of the 
names, and the use of magic spells within a specific ritual frame- 
work," regardless of whether they serve for an ascent and a mys- 
tical vision or for drawing down heavenly powers: “The use of 
meaningless names to create a link with a supernatural force is a 
mainstay of magical thought, of mystical elevation, and of ritual 
worship."!3 All forms of direct contact between the human and 
the supernatural in Judaism, then, assume magical overtones. 

In another article, in which Elior discusses the difference be- 
tween mystical language (the divine, creative language that turns 
chaos into essence and that eventually turned into commu- 
nicative [Hebrew] human language) and magic language (mean- 
ingless names and meaningless letter combinations that resist 
semantic decoding), Elior describes Jewish magic as follows: 


In Jewish culture, the magical element implies using mean- 
ingless names, nonsensical sentences, or letter combinations 
lacking a common semantic denotation in a ritual context re- 
lated to a tradition of using names in order to attain supernal 
powers, to shift to supra-sensual forms of being, or to acquire 
hidden knowledge granting some form of influence over 


supernal and nether worlds." 


This is an essentialist definition that views Jewish magic as (1) a 
practice (2) of using a language lacking a known semantic mean- 
ing (3) in a ritual event (4) in the context of a knowledge tradition 
(5) to attain supernatural powers (6) in order to realize through 
them aspirations bearing on heavenly and earthly matters. Ac- 
cording to this definition and in line with the perception of mys- 
tic language suggested by Elior, integrating descriptions of heav- 
enly visions in the communicative language of humans with the 
use of meaningless names is the classic manifestation of how 
mysticism and magic are interwoven in Hekhalot and Merkavah 
literature. 

In this context Joseph Dan's brief discussion of magic lan- 
guage in ancient mystical writings deserves mention. As a rule, 
Dan hardly refers to the magic aspect of Hekhalot and Merkavah 
writings in his studies. He confines himself to noting the exis- 
tence of magic elements within them (particularly when dealing 
with Sefer ha-Razim, Harba de-Moshe, and Havdalah de-Rabbi 
Aqiva, which he includes in this category) and to emphasizing 
the importance of the Prince of Torah traditions. At a later 
stage, he devotes attention to the essence of magic language and 
its relationship to religious and mystical language. In his view, 
Jewish magic texts in the corpus of ancient mystical writings con- 
vey a view of language that is both semantic and semiotic. The 
semantic element is evident in the magic instructions, which are 
formulated in clear and precise terms resembling the language of 
scientific research. In this sense, magic literature is a kind of an- 
cient scientific literature, recommending performance of certain 
defined actions for the purpose of attaining specific results. Yet it 


involves a semiotic element that comes forth in names, which 


are meant to denote the powers addressed in the adjuration in 
precise and exact terms. This function of the names follows from 
the magic approach that identifies language and the reality it 
signifies. According to Dan, this feature is unique to magic lan- 
guage and essentially distinguishes it from both religious and 
mystical language.!!6 

David Halperin’s extensive study on yordei ha-merkavah sheds 
a different light on the picture. Halperin holds that the main con- 
cern of Hekhalot and Merkavah literature is not a mystical ascent 
to heaven but an earthly struggle over knowledge of Torah and 
the rivalry between the rabbis and those they called ‘am ha-'aretz 
(uneducated). According to Halperin, yordei ha-merkavah are the 
‘am ha-'aretz that the rabbis despised and banished.” These 
mystics borrowed the idea of the ascent to heaven from the tradi- 
tion of the synagogue and “made it into a paradigm of their own 
struggle with the rabbinic elite for a place of honor in Jewish 
society—an unequal and frustrating struggle which they waged 
with magic as their chief weapon." Halperin holds that the 
Prince of Torah traditions are the crux of both the interest and 
the activity recorded in Hekhalot literature. He therefore stresses 
the centrality of magic (which is the gist of these traditions) in 
this literature in general and points out how yordei ha-merkavah 
used it to gain access to the key Jewish religious value in late 
antiquity—knowledge of Torah. 

When Halperin published his book, Peter Schafer published 
the first in a series of articles suggesting a fundamental revo- 
lution concerning the essence of Hekhalot and Merkavah liter- 
ature. Already in this first article, Schafer rejects Scholem's view 


about the central role of the mystic-ecstatic experience in this 


literature and argues that it is fundamentally magical. In his view, 
the constitutive texts of early Jewish mysticism are “eminently 
magical.... The entire literature is permeated by such adjurations, 
and the means by which these adjurations are carried out are the 
same as those needed for a successful completion of the heav- 
enly journey" The goal of adjurations is to draw down an 
angel in a way that reverses the heavenly journey of humans, and 
its purpose is usually to attain absolute and permanent knowl- 
edge of the Torah. Schafer emphasizes the tie between knowl- 
edge of Torah and the descent to the heavenly chariot and ties 
together the adjurations' explicit aims: drawing down angels and 


heavenly ascent. 


In both cases, the means of achieving this is magic. The world 
view which informs these texts is thus one which is deeply 
magical. The authors of the Hekhalot literature believed in the 
power of magic and attempted to integrate magic into Ju- 
daism. The central elements of Jewish life—worship and the 
study of Torah—are determined, in these mystics’ under- 


standing of the world, by the power of таріс.120 


This is the most radical view in the scholarship regarding the 
place of magic in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature. Schafer dis- 
misses almost entirely the importance of the mystical experience 
as a constitutive element of this literature, which he founds in- 
stead on the use of adjurations. Like Halperin, Schafer points to 
the importance of adjurations for the purpose of studying and 
remembering the Torah and emphasizes that magic was a legit- 
imate means of attaining religious values.!2! He nevertheless 


draws a distinction between magic elements in rabbinic literature 


and in Hekhalot and Merkavah treatises and definitely rejects the 
possibility that the Hekhalot and Merkavah works were created in 
rabbinic circles. He proposes viewing this corpus as suggesting 
a magic alternative to the rabbinic model, an alternative seeking 
to realize the accepted religious values in the realms of knowl- 
edge and ritual. 

Schafer formulates this view at length in further studies. He 
repeatedly claims that “the form of the heavenly journey, which 
since Scholem normally has been allotted the center of the 
Hekhalot literature, is found only in Hekhalot Rabbati.”!22 He 
also shows that both this pattern of ascent to heaven and the 
other one (the "Moses/Aqiva" pattern) point to a significant 
interest in adjurations and at times are also entirely based on 
magic. In the first pattern of ascent, magic elements are at times 
entwined in descriptions of ascent to heaven and at times vice 
versa. In the Moses/Aqiva pattern, interest centers "around the 
magic-theurgical potency of the divine name and using the heav- 
enly journey for the purpose of obtaining knowledge of this 
name."23 |n this context Schafer clarifies his method by which 
magic is one of the powers active in religion and, in this light, 
determines that Hekhalot literature is a classic expression of a 
religiosity with magic at its core. The religious values are pre- 
served but assume magic overtones, conveying the belief of 
yordei ha-merkavah in the human ability to act effectively to has- 
ten historical processes. This is precisely the approach that dis- 


tinguishes their worldview from that of the rabbis. 


The boundaries between "prayer" and “adjuration” are torn 
down, and the classical form of Torah study is transformed 


into magical adjuration.... The mystic of Merkavah mysticism 


is not satisfied with following the approved rules of Rabbinic 
Judaism (although he does not relinquish them), he has lost 
the patience to wait for redemption in the world to come. By 
his coercive powers he forces God, in the true sense of the 
word, to do his will and to bring about complete compre- 
hension and fulfillment of the Torah—which is nothing less 


than the redemption here and now.124 


Hence we find the essential difference between the rabbis’ atti- 
tude toward magic and that of yordei ha-merkavah. Normative Ju- 
daism, that of the Bible and the rabbis, confronts magic. It tries 
and, in Scháfer's view, largely succeeds in domesticating it and 
making it part of its special set of values. For the mystical ap- 
proach, however, magic is an essential element built into reli- 
gious thought that requires a restructuring of traditional value 
approaches.125 

The means-and-ends criterion that Schafer uses for deter- 
mining that Hekhalot literature is an expression of magic reli- 
giosity (the activation of magic means to achieve religious ends) 
also helps him to distinguish this literature from contemporary 
magic literature. In his view, rabbinic literature and mystical liter- 
ature convey a partnership of ends (religious values) and a differ- 
ence in means, whereas mystical literature and magic literature 
share means (adjurations) but differ in their ends. Magic liter- 
ature also suggests using adjurations, but not for religious ends. 
It does not show the same special interest in the Torah that is 
the main concern of ће adjurations in mystical literature.126 

Scháfer's approach concerning the magic character of 
Hekhalot literature was not universally accepted and even evoked 


opposition in principle. Philip Alexander, who had already briefly 


discussed theurgy in Hekhalot literature and had pointed out its 
magic foundations,27 responded to Schifer's article with a 
methodological critique that had been proposed in the compar- 
ative and historical study of religions and demanded that "inter- 
nal” and “external” descriptions be separated. He pointed out 
the negative value of magic in the ancient world in general and in 
Judaism in particular and stated that yordei ha-merkavah would 
have rejected outright a description of them as religious- 
magicians supporting a worldview pervaded by charms. Like oth- 
ers, Alexander also held that the distinction between magic and 
religion was a social-political matter rather than an essentialist 
one. He suggested renouncing the use of the term magic alto- 
gether in the study of early Jewish mystical texts and describing 
the works, each one separately, as located at various points on 
an axis having mystic contemplation at one end and theurgy at 
the other. Alexander also negated the Scháfer-type distinction be- 
tween rabbinic and mystical Judaism on the basis of their atti- 
tude toward magic. In his view, just as normative rabbinic values 
have a place in mystical thought, so do magic values have a 
place in rabbinic thought. Hence magic cannot be used, as 
Schafer tried to do, as a criterion for distinguishing between 
these two expressions of Jewish religiosity.125. 

Beside the external academic dispute over the mystical- 
religious, religious-magic, or mystictheurgic character of 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature, several scholars have dealt 
with the internal perception of adjurations. Meir Bar-Ilan points 
out a further use of magic by the mystics. In his view, traditions 
from tannaitic and mystical literature attest to a practice of in- 


scribing sacred names on the mystic's body. Ваг-Пап holds that 


this was a set way of attaining a mystic vision and that the seals, 
which the descender to the chariot had to show to the guarding 
angels at the gates of the heavenly palaces (as explained in 
Hekhalot Rabbati), were inscribed on his body. These seals were 
not meant just for protection or transit. By inscribing them on 
the body, the mystic imitated the angels and even God, who also 
had names inscribed on their bodies, and to some extent be- 
came part of the supernal могі 225 

Naomi Janowitz discusses the performative power of the 
Hekhalot adjurations. She emphasizes the performative character 
of the poetic language used to describe the ascent to heaven and 
claims that, through it, the language of mystics creates the ritual 
framework for the ascent itself. In her view, stories of ascent to 
heaven are not merely descriptive. They actually create the act by 
speaking about it—to speak about ascent is to аѕсепа.120 
Janowitz, however, objects to a view of this as magic. In her view, 
the “linguistic strategy” of the early Jewish mystics is neither reli- 
gious nor magical but focused on the specific problems that 
need to be solved in order to ascend to heaven.!3! Hence 
Janowitz tries to extract the heavenly ascension from the discus- 
sion of whether it should be considered religion or magic, claim- 
ing that pragmatism, which is the category in whose light this 
work should be judged, is not exclusive to either of them. 

A similar approach is suggested by Rebecca Lesses in her 
book on ritual practices to gain power in Hekhalot literature.!32 
So far, her study is the most comprehensive work in this corpus 
devoted to magic elements, though Lesses consistently and sys- 
tematically refrains from calling them magic. In the following dis- 


cussion | focus on her contribution to the subject that concerns 


me here: her view of adjurations as “performative utterances” 
and her abstention from using the term magic. Lesses views ad- 
jurations as only one facet of Hekhalot literature rather than its 
соге.133 She extensively analyzes many texts of adjurations in this 
literature and considers the conceptual and practical charac- 
teristics of the ritual culture they express. She deals with the ec- 
static preparations required for the successful performance of 
adjurations, broadly reviews their aims, exposes the linguistic 
structures used in them, and points to the relationship between 
them and similar practices described in Jewish magic literature 
and in Greek magical papyri. Finally, she examines the use of ad- 
jurations in light of the speech act theory developed by the 
philosopher John Аизїїп. 134 

Lesses endorses speech act theory and suggests viewing ad- 
jurations in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature as performative 
utterances. She bases their potential for action in the heavens on 
the view that Jews in antiquity perceived reality in a way that 
broadened society's borders to include God and the angels. In 
this broad society, adjuration rituals are effective performative 
rituals.125 Lesses relinquishes the term magic in favor of the 
phrase "ritual practices to gain power,” claiming that the di- 
chotomous categories religion/magic or mysticism/theurgy are 
not useful as explanations. The alternative terminology enables 
her to connect adjuration rituals to practices usually referred to 
as religious or mystical. Lesses, then, suggests that the use of 
holy names and incantations in Hekhalot and Merkavah treatises 
should be understood as part of a broad realm of religious ritual 
activity. This is a kind of religious ritual meant to grant power to 


its performers. Bé 


A similar approach is endorsed in the work of Michael Swartz. 
Swartz, who has dealt at length with Jewish scholastic magic, 
tightens even further the connection between magic practices 
and normative religious values. Like many of his predecessors, 
he also points to the vital role of the Prince of Torah traditions in 
ancient mysticism and to the special magic-religious concern 
they denote. He also deals with the ritual aspects of scholastic 
magic performance and stresses traditions on the giving of the 
Torah—traditions alternative to the rabbinic one—that appear in 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature. Furthermore, Swartz ties the 
Prince of Torah traditions to the broad concern with Torah 
knowledge and remembrance, which is also widely reflected in 
the magic literature that does not take part in the “mystical” 
Prince of Torah narrative. In this context, Swartz deals with 
charms for "opening the heart" (petihat ha-lev) and with the 

magic use of angels for knowledge in general, pointing to the sig- 
nificant similarities between Judaism and the Hellenistic world in 
their perception of magic as a means for knowledge 


acquisition.!37 Swartz examines the Prince of Torah traditions in 
connection with three issues—magic, mysticism, and scholas- 
ticism—and suggests viewing magic as the part of the ritual reli- 
gious complex designed for personal purposes.!* Yet he holds 
that the personal use of a ritual does not define it as magic; 
rather, it is only one characteristic of it. 

Swartz bases the identification of Jewish magic and its defi- 
nition on an original approach: an analysis of the rhetoric of ad- 
jurations in magic rituals. For this purpose he limits the defi- 
nition to the contexts of place, time, and culture of these texts’ 


creation. Swartz uses the magic texts created by Jews in Palestine 


and its surroundings in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages 
to define the phenomena that they reflect. In his view, three ele- 
ments characterize Jewish magic: “(1) the emphasis on the 
power of the name of God; (2) the intermediacy of the angels in 
negotiating between divine providence and human needs; and 
(3) the application of divine names and ritual practices for the 
needs of specific individuals." In this light, Swartz emphasizes 
the ritual character of magic. Ritual and ritual power are key con- 
cepts in his perception of religion in general and, in its context, 
of magic as well. 

The relationship between Hekhalot literature and the literature 
of Jewish magic adjurations, which Swartz discusses in the 
scholastic context, were reexamined by Joseph Naveh and Shaul 
Shaked in their own discussions of magic literature. These two 
scholars assume a mutual relationship between these two types 
of writings as well as a mutual interpenetration of their compo- 
nents: “The Hekhalot books use the magical style of incantations 
and amulets, while the magic texts of Late Antiquity, for their 
140 They 
also trace a historical course in the development of their rela- 


part, were deeply impregnated by the Hekhalot traditio 


tionship: To start, they note that magic traditions had already ex- 
isted in Palestine from an early period. Thus mystical-theoretical 


literature—Hekhalot and Merkavah works—developed while bor- 


rowing elements from magic literature. Finally, theoretical 
foundations from Hekhalot literature in turn influenced magic 
literature, which continued to exist throughout. At the same time, 
broad sections of magic literature remained outside the scope of 


mystical influence. 


An extreme formulation of the trend assuming mutual 


connections between Hekhalot and Merkavah literature on the 
one hand and Jewish magic writings on the other is found in the 
work of James Davila, who views yordei ha-merkavah as shamans. 
Davila's discussion of shamanism per se and the precise 
shamanic character he ascribes to Jewish mystics is not relevant 
to my interests here. My discussion focuses on his perception of 
the social reality underlying these writings, which leads the trend 
positing the unification of mysticism and magic (“ritual power,” 
as he prefers) to what seems its most radical articulation.142 
Davila’s work aims to demonstrate that yordei ha-merkavah fit the 
shamanist model, and he anchors the visionary journeys and 
magic powers ascribed to them in Hekhalot literature in a histor- 
ical reality in which they served their community as shamans.'4? 
This concern drove Davila to deepen the discussion on the per- 
formative aspects of Hekhalot literature, tying them together with 
magic writings close to them into one whole that, in his view, at- 
tests to the sitz im leben of the mystical practices of the yordei ha- 
merkavah. Thus he points out conceptual and linguistic connec- 
tions between Hekhalot and Merkavah texts and the contem- 
porary magic literature—amulets, Babylonian adjuration bowls, 
and incantations from the Cairo Genizah—turning them into one 
whole, cultural products of the very same circles. 

The comparative discussion is, as such, not new. Not so its 
consequence and conclusion, however. The parallel bordering on 
unification that Davila assumes between Jewish circles of mys- 
tics and magicians serves his wish to prove the existence of a 
historical reality underlying Hekhalot and Merkavah literature and 
to show that the best way to understand it is to see its protag- 


onists as shamans. According to his method, performance 


instructions in the Hekhalot and Merkavah literature are practical 
and their end is the personal empowerment of the Jewish mystic- 
magician-shaman, who ultimately uses his power for healing, 
protection, and exorcising demons in the service of the commu- 
nity as a whole. This historical reality also came to the fore in the 
social context of using ritual power, which was exposed in both 
mystical and magical literature. 

The self-image of yordei ha-merkavah is one of people with ac- 
cess to powers dangerous to their surroundings. Hekhalot liter- 
ature, particularly the Prince of Torah traditions and the opening 
of Hekhalot Rabbati, explicitly shows that yordei ha-merkavah as- 
pired to social-political power based on their knowledge advan- 
tage in both overt and occult realms. It also suggests an ideology 
that upholds the spread of knowledge—the Torah—to the entire 
Jewish people, by spreading the mystery of adjuring the Prince of 
Torah, but also hints at a confrontation with rival circles (appar- 
ently rabbinic ones) and fear of harm from them, perhaps be- 
cause of this ideology. Magic texts complete the picture and 
point to the self-perception of mystics/magicians as able to real- 
ize their ritual power to inflict physical harm on their rivals. Ac- 
cording to Davila, all the characteristics he reviews point to the 
openness of yordei ha-merkavah to their community (instead of 
the closure of secrecy that the research had tended to point to in 
the past), an openness that is the basis of their shamanic 
characterJ4 So, were yordei ha-merkavah sorcerers? According 
to Davila, the answer is no. His answer is based on the two cri- 
teria that, relying on anthropological research, he sets for witch- 
craft: a deliberate deviation from social norms and an accusation 


of witchcraft. Hekhalot and Merkavah literature shows no 


discussion about shared elements lacking a magic dimension 
must be abandoned and that the focus must instead shift to the 
most characteristic element of magic texts and techniques, the 
magic names: “We must once again leave the ritual aside and 
focus on the ‘sheer gibberish of magical abrakadabra "14 This 
inquiry reveals that these two religious professional types shared 
a technique based on the use of adjurations (usually in a ritual 
context), which included God's names, attributes, and descrip- 
tions, and a considerable number of voces magicae. In this con- 
text, Bohak points to vectors of influence between the groups— 
linguistic elements that were absorbed from the Greco-Roman 
environment by Jewish magicians and, through them, reached 


circles of mystics, or elements created in circles of mystics that 


found their way to magicians as well: “We certainly should not 
assume that Jewish magic and Jewish mysticism flowed from the 
same source or that one was a by-product of the other. It seems 
quite clear that these were independent activities, with different 
aims and methods and often performed by different people."148 
Bohak's view regarding the links between magic and mysti- 
cism (magicians and mystics) rests on the same principles he re- 
lied on to examine the place of magic in rabbinic literature and 
culture. This approach places at the center a deep knowledge of a 
broad magic finding and examines the role of its typical ele- 
ments—lin-guis-tic, tangible, and conceptual—in other contem- 
porary Jewish bodies. The time has come, then, to move on to a 
discussion of this finding and to the scholars' approach to the 
phenomena revealed in it, but first, let me briefly summarize the 


discussion in this section. 


The Hekhalot and Merkavah writings offer a firm view on the 


use of holy names and adjurations. In some traditions they are 
used in heaven in the context of a visionary journey; in others 
they are used on earth. For the use in heaven, the mystic em- 
ploys adjurations and seals to overcome the angels blocking his 
passage to God and enlist their help. For the earth-bound use, 
adjurations are part of the ritual that aims to control angels and 
draw them down to earth to fulfill the adjuror's wishes. At times, 
yordei ha-merkavah use a series of adjurations to protect them- 
selves from the angels’ wrath by activating the performative 
power of holy names. Names, then, emerge as a main focus of 
interest in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature, both in stories of 
ascent to heaven and in traditions of adjurations on earth. Schol- 
ars are no longer in dispute about this and have rejected Sc- 
holem's view on the marginality of magic elements in this liter- 
ature as opposed to visionary ones. Yet the approaches that have 
emerged regarding the adjurations that appear in this literature 
are diverse: Some scholars consider the performative character 
of adjurations, their activation contexts, and the rituals related to 
them; other scholars emphasize the value context of their use 
(knowledge of Torah and the social and political background of 
this act); another group points to ancient elements of magic 
thought and action that assumed unique forms in them; and still 
others turn adjurations into the basis of the entire corpus of 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature. In all these discussions, schol- 
ars have often implicitly or explicitly referred to the essence of 
magic and at times to its relationship with mysticism and reli- 
gion. Views differ, and although some researchers point to sig- 
nificant differences between magic and mysticism (mainly con- 


cerning the ends of mystics and magicians in their use of 


adjurations), others believe that no clear distinctions prevail be- 
tween magic and religion or between magic and mysticism inso- 
far as Hekhalot and Merkavah literature is concerned and that re- 


search would not profit at all from such distinctions.142 


Jewish Magical Literature 

The scientific study of Jewish magic findings from late antiquity, 
that is, of artifacts and texts that reflect magical activity or profes- 
sional interest in it, began in the mid-nineteenth century with the 
publication of the text written on five adjuration bowls in Jewish 
Aramaic from an excavation next to the ruins of Babylon (Iraq). 
The publication of Babylonian magic bowl texts has continued 
ever since, particularly since the end of the nineteenth century, 
accompanied by the publication of texts from magic artifacts, 
such as amulets, jewelry, and gems, and of magic recipes and 
treatises originating in the eastern Mediterranean. Whatever has 
been published in this field is obviously relevant to my concern 
here. Nevertheless, | do not offer a detailed description of the 
history of this research but instead point to its development, 
especially to its prevalent perceptions of magic. 

Scholars of Jewish magic texts have naturally paid attention, 
above all, to the reading and decoding of the findings that 
reached them. Their work was fundamentally philological and 
yielded editions of the inscriptions (which were often amended 
and improved at a later stage), their linguistic analysis, and par- 
allel versions in other sources. This necessary basic research 
was often accompanied by discussions about the general cul- 
tural phenomenon reflected in these writings. My main interest 
here is in studies of this kind, and my discussion of them is split 


into two sections. | consider first the study of Aramaic 


incantation bowls from what is today Iraq and western Ігап.150 1 
then move on to the study of other magic findings, most of them 
from the eastern Mediterranean.151 In this discussion my per- 
spective is the understanding of magic and its place in Jewish 


culture in general. 


JEWISH INCANTATION BOWLS 
The study of Babylonian incantation bowls began in the mid- 
nineteenth century. In Austen Layard's book Discoveries in the 
Ruins of Ninveh and Babylon (1853), Thomas Ellis read and pub- 
lished the texts from five incantation bowls in Jewish Aramaic 
and one in Syriac found in Tel Amarna, next to the ruins of 
Babylon.152 Not long after (1955), M. A. Levy published an article 
in which he offered a new reading of one of these texts together 
with an extensive study of its language and contents. This work 
marks the beginning of systematic research into magic bowls.15* 
Incantation bowls continued to reach museums and private col- 
lectors in Europe, and by the end of the nineteenth century 
scholars had dealt with several dozens of them. Their apotropaic, 
antidemonic context was exposed and clarified.154 

The work of James Montgomery, which appeared at the begin- 
ning of the twentieth century, was the significant breakthrough. 
In his book Aramaic Incantation Texts from Nippur (1913), Mont- 
gomery published the texts from 40 bowls (out of 150) found in 
archeological excavations in Nippur, southern lraq. Thirty of 
them were written in Jewish Aramaic. Montgomery offers in this 
work transcriptions of the bowls' texts, translations, indexes, and 
a broad inquiry into their language, their social and historical 
relationships, and the magic-demonological culture reflected in 


them.155 Although all these aspects in the research of bowls were 


widely developed in later works, Montgomery's 1913 work re- 
mains to this day the most exhaustive study on the subject. 

Montgomery's view of the bowls’ magic and its place in rela- 
tion to Jewish religion is typical of his time. He drew a sharp dis- 
tinction between religion and magic in general—the institu- 
tionalized cult of the gods as part of a sin and atonement con- 
ception as opposed to their mechanical coercion through adjura- 
tions—and in the Jewish monotheistic context in particular. He 
saw in the bowls a sign of foreign influences, Babylonian and 
Hellenistic, which changed the religious incantations that had 
been prevalent in the ancient Babylonian cult into an "absolute 
magic" that used adjurations technically and impersonally. At the 
same time, he detached the bowls from Jewish religious tradi- 
tion, minimizing the importance of biblical motifs in them and 
stating that "the passages of real religious import are not 
employed."56 Montgomery took a far-fetched view and claimed 
that even the Jewish elements in the language of the bowls 
should not necessarily be seen as an expression of Judaism, 
given that these motifs had also been appropriated by other cul- 
tures. On this basis, he concluded that these bowls do not ex- 
press typical Jewish magic but the eclectic religiosity of late 
antiquity. This view is no longer common in the scholarship, 
which actually seeks to focus on the cultural-religious ascription 
of the bowls, beyond their characteristic syncretism. 

Half a century after the publication of Montgomery's book, 
Cyrus Gordon emerged as the most influential figure in the re- 
search on bowls. In a series of articles published since the 
1930s, he discusses more than twenty of them as part of his 


broad scientific work on cultures of antiquity.157 Summing up the 


demonology of the bowls, Gordon points out the pragmatic ends 
common to science and magic and draws two fundamental dis- 
tinctions: one between science and superstition and the other 
between science and magic. He suggests separating science 
from superstition from the perspective of the sociology of knowl- 
edge: "If something appears plausible at a certain time, it may 
fairly be classified as scientific; but if it is later disproved and yet 
people adhere to it, it is then superstition."158 People in antiquity, 
then, should not be judged as lacking rationality because of be- 
liefs that today are considered superstitions. The distinction be- 
tween science and magic should be based on their attitude to- 
ward the causality principle. Gordon claims that magic disre- 
gards this principle, which is the basis of science. The de- 
monology and the antidemonic magic reflected in the bowls are 
not a science of antiquity in the modern and rational sense of 
science, because they derived from a worldview that ignored 
proven causal relationships. Yet from a historical perspective, 
they cannot be dismissed as superstitions. They had been part of 
the science of antiquity in the sense that they expressed common 
and acceptable knowledge about the world and about ways of 
dealing with it. Gordon offers an elegant solution to the question 
of magic that enables a categorical distinction between magic 
and science but also allows for a tolerant view of those who had 
believed in magic before the development of modern science. 
Texts from incantation bowls in Jewish Aramaic and other di- 
alects continued to be published occasionally throughout the 
twentieth century, and broader summaries began to appear. 
William Rosell published a guide to the language of the bowls 


and to their Aramaic grammars? Charles Isbell compiled a 


corpus of seventy-two incantation bowl texts, which had already 
been annotated by the end of the 1960575? The study of the 
bowls’ texts acquired renewed impetus with the publication of 
twenty-eight of them (mostly in Jewish Aramaic) in two books by 
Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked.!6! In these books, Naveh and 
Shaked publish texts from Babylonian incantation bowls, 
amulets from Palestine and its surroundings, and magic frag- 
ments from the Cairo Genizah, accompanied by extensive philo- 
logical discussion and by introductions that discuss general as- 
pects of Jewish magic culture in late antiquity. The gist of their 
discussions touches on the amulets and their magic (see the 
next subsection). Yet what deserves note here is their statement 
that, insofar as shifts of traditions between Palestinian and Baby- 
lonian communities are at all traceable on the basis of the magic 
artifacts that they created, the direction is from Palestine to Baby- 
lonia. This determination relies mainly on a comparison between 
versions of the historiola about Semomit (Semumit, Semumita), 
Sideros (the killer of Semomit's sons), and the three protectors 
that appear in an amulet and in two bowls. Their publication to- 
gether affords a rare glimpse into the potential link between the 
two magic genres, the Babylonian and the Palestinian.162 

These studies, and Shaked’s ongoing work on the bowl collec- 
tion of Martin Schoyen, numbering about 650 items, yielded a 
series of articles in which Shaked points to various aspects of 
the bowls’ magic, including cross-cultural ties bearing on their 
writing, their use, and their underlying demonology on the one 
hand and their ties to rabbinic literature, Jewish liturgy, and 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature on the other.1§ Many of the 


articles present new bowls, which serve as the basis of the 


discussion. In almost all these articles, Shaked touches on ques- 
tions bearing on the essence of bowl magic and on its place in 
the religious culture of late antiquity. His analysis indicates that 
this phenomenon was based on the foundations of a popular 
religion common to people from different cultures їп 
Mesopotamia, which crossed the borders separating the official 
religions and assumed a different form in each one of them ac- 
cording to its special character.16 His view concerning the defi- 
nition of magic is pragmatic. At the opening of one article, he 
notes that, despite the difficulty of defining magic as a general 
phenomenon, definition is relatively easy once we encounter a 
magic text. Even though we do not know the precise borders of 
the area denoted by the term magic, we can use it reasonably 
when confronting its actual expressions. These expressions, that 
is, the magic texts, rest on the personal character of the practice 
proposed in them, which is opposed to the collective character 
of what he calls the "usual" ritual, referring to the religious.165 
Other scholars have also paid attention to these questions, 
particularly to the considerable cross-cultural commonalities of 
demonological traditions and the incantation formulations on 
the bowls. Mandaic, Christian, Persian, and "pagan" elements 


found in them have been progressively revealed, 9° clarifying 


their demonology in general and the place of “famous” she- 
demons, such as Astarte and Lilith, within it in particular. In the 
course of this discussion, further attention was also devoted to 
the ties between the Lilith mentioned in the Talmud and possibly 
hinted at in Midrash allusions to Adam’s first wife and the Lilith 
mentioned in the bowls, who, it has been suggested, was the 


wild-haired she-demon often painted in them.1& Hardly any 


attention had been paid to this iconographic aspect of the bowls 
until recently. Elliot Wolfson claims that, according to magic 
thinking, the drawings are actually the essence of the bowls and 
the crux of their power and that the visual symbols, iconography, 
and pictography in them are more important than the 
contents.168 Erica Hunter and Michael Swartz have made initial 
suggestions concerning the images on the bowls and their 
function.16 Only recently, however, has the iconography of the 
bowls been made the subject of a comprehensive study. In her 
dissertation Naama Vilozny systematically analyzes this topic, 
centering on three main aspects: (1) the link between content 
and form in the bowls themselves, (2) visual patterns common 
to the entire corpus, and (3) connections between this visual lan- 
guage and the cultural environment in which the bowls were 
produced,179 

The study of the bowls as artifacts is at even a more prelim- 
inary stage. Most scholars conclude this issue by noting their 
simple shape and their dimensions. Hunter offers a pioneering 
typological investigation on the bowls, and Michael Morony's 
study, which includes comparative data on the types of material 
and the shapes of the bowls, can now be added to ЙЫЛ! This 
work's main importance is that it marks a breakthrough in the 
sociology of the bowls, another topic that has also merited scant 
attention so far. Morony's treatment of this topic relies on data 
gathered on the bowls' users, who are mentioned in them by 
name in contexts of gender, family relationships (marriage, rela- 
tives, clans, polygamy), and cultural-religious belongingness (on 
the assumption that the language of the bowls reflects the 


clients’ origins), and he presents their statistical segmentation. 


All were collected from a corpus of about 900 bowls in all the 
known writing languages. 

The last aspect of the research that should be mentioned is 
the language of the bowl texts, a matter that has indeed been the 
focus of more attention than any other aspect. In this regard, 
Hannu Juusola’s comprehensive and systematic study, based on 
a textual inventory far broader than the one that served William 
Rossell about fifty years earlier for his philological handbook, 
stands out? 

In recent years, several interesting theoretical developments 
have been recorded in the study of the bowls. Matthew Morgen- 
stern suggests examining the grammar of adjurations for the ap- 
pearance of “nonstandard” Aramaic in bowls, which he thinks 
are phonetic spellings (i.e., the written expression of spoken lan- 
guage). Concerning the structure of the adjurations, Shaul 
Shaked has coined a terminology for the morphological analysis 
of the spells in the bowls and suggests examining the various 
combinations of similar fundamental constructs from a langue 
and parole perspective. Avigail Bamberger looks at the social- 
cultural context of the adjurations and offers the first extensive 
discussion of the connections between magical get (divorce) 
bowls and the rabbinic sources dealing with the divorce writ, 
pointing to the contribution of the bowls’ language to the under- 
standing of the halakhic texts.173 

The publication process of the bowls, which has gained 
momentum in the last few decades, culminated in five large 
works that have recently been printed. Judah Segal published the 
texts from seventy-five Aramaic bowls (as well as forty-one 


Mandaic bowls and four Syriac bowls) from the British Museum 


collection. He preceded this edition with a brief discussion of 
the bowls’ language, their writers and the clients mentioned in 
them, the religious background of their creation, and the antide- 
monic praxis that they record.174 Dan Levene published the texts 
from twenty bowls from the Moussaief collection (numbering 
over 100), which join those that had been published in his recent 
articles. This volume by Levene has recently been followed by an- 
other one, in which he edited and published thirty curse and 
countercharm bowl texts, many of them for the first time. His ef- 
fort focuses on the deciphering of the bowls’ texts and on lin- 
guistic inquiries, but he also discusses broader cultural 
contexts./5 Christa Müller-Kessler published texts from fifty-one 
bowls (some broken and fragmented) from the Hilfrecht collec- 
tion and from other bowls originating in Nippur in Babylon, in- 
cluding bowl texts in Aramaic, Mandaic, Syriac, and Pseudo- 
script. Her work focuses on the philological aspect of the 
incantations.7$ Shaul Shaked, James Nathan Ford, and Siam 
Bhayro have recently edited and published sixty-four bowl texts 
from the Schoyen collection, focusing on two major groups: 
texts that relate to R. Hanina b. Dosa and divorce texts.177 As 
noted, relatively little attention in the study of bowls has been de- 
voted to questions beyond the artifacts as such. We do not have 
a comprehensive and up-to-date summary of the Jewish bowl 
culture, and the inquiry into the relationship of the bowls with 
rabbinic and Hekhalot traditions is still in its early stages. The 
studies of Shaked, Levene, Lesses, and Bamberger herald such a 
trend in the scholarship, which is sure to expand in the future. As 
we will soon find, the situation is entirely different in the study of 


"western" (i.e., Palestine and its vicinity) magic. 


ARTIFACTS, RECIPES, AND MAGIC TREATISES (MAINLY) FROM THE 
EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN 
Shortly before Blau published his book on ancient Jewish magic 
at the end of the nineteenth century, Moses Gaster published the 
treatise called Нага de-Moshe (The Sword of Moses).178 This is 
one of the most significant sources for the understanding of Jew- 
ish magic in late antiquity published so far. The manuscript that 
Gaster relied on in his edition was indeed late (from the eigh- 
teenth century at the earliest), but he viewed it as a Palestinian 
work dating back to the first to fourth centuries CE. The edition 
included a translation, indexes, and an extensive discussion of 
textual and contextual aspects of the work, dealing mainly with 
God's names and the magic use of them. Gaster pointed to 
theurgic “Gnostic” elements of the tradition on God's names on 
the one hand and to its parallels in rabbinic and Geonic liter- 
ature, magic adjuration bowls, Hekhalot writings, and Greek 
magical papyri on the other. In so doing, he shed light on the 
place of magic traditions and practices in Harba de-Moshe within 
the broader cultural context of the work, in both its Jewish and 
magic "international" dimensions.17° 

The second important magic treatise from late antiquity, Sefer 
ha-Razim (The Book of Mysteries), was published by Mordechai 
Margalioth about seventy years later. Throughout this period, 
only few magic findings whose Jewish origin were certain were 
published: texts from seven Aramaic amulets; two gems with He- 
brew or Aramaic inscriptions; a magic medallion with a Greek in- 
scription engraved on one side and Jewish symbols (menorah, 
shofar, and lulav) on the other; a brief passage from a book of 


magic recipes in Aramaic (which was not identified as such) on a 


papyrus; and two Cairo Genizah fragments.180 The decisive issue 
in these publications had been to present a linguistically precise 
and annotated version and to point to the sources of Jewish sym- 
bols, when such were found. 

Margalioth's study on Sefer ha-Razim is different. He skillfully 
presents a “mosaic” edition of the work that is based on a 
combination of passages from many manuscripts, particularly 
from the Cairo Genizah.!*! He views Sefer ha-Razim as a Pales- 
tinian work from the third to fourth centuries CE that was written 
on the margins of Judaism and under strong foreign influence. 
Margalioth precedes his edition with a broad introduction in 
which he discusses the manuscripts of the treatise, the magic 
Hellenistic elements prevalent in it, what he identifies as Gnostic 
influence on the author, the considerations for determining its 
time and place, and its ties to later Jewish literature. As he at- 
tests, he invested a great deal of effort in this endeavor, and this 
effort was apparently not only academic. His explicit statements 
concerning the contents of the work and its author are a clear ex- 
pression of the desire to discuss Jewish magic, drawing a sharp 
distinction between “magic” and “Jewish.” In his view, the author 
of Sefer ha-Razim had certainly “not received a proper Jewish 
education."5? His work does show that there were Jews who 
dealt in witchcraft and worshipped angels, but “the Jewish public 
in general, which obeyed its teachers and rabbis, the talmudic 
sages, had no concern with such matters."183 He sums up in a 


preaching, self-justifying tone. 


Although the content of the book is magic and witchcraft, 
which the soul abhors, | thought it wrong to ignore it and felt 
compelled to bring it before the public of knowledgeable 


scholars so that we might learn what the trends of thought 
were in rabbinic times, what were the views of ancient 
heretics, and, by contrast, what was the rabbis’ endeavor in 
their war against them. Now, confronted with the folly we 
found in this work, the rabbis’ words will shine even more 
brightly and we will know how to appreciate their work and 
their success in cleansing and purifying Judaism from its 
dross, and refine it from all dust of idolatrous cult. Only the 
rabbis prevented the imposition of this heresy, which had 
been widespread among the spiritual dwarves brainwashed by 


magic and witchcraft, on the entire people.1% 


Such comments would hardly ever be found today in studies of 
Jewish magic. 

The publication of Sefer ha-Razim exposed a reality unknown 
so far: The Jewish people in antiquity had created magic literature 
in Hebrew that based on the conceptual and practical merger of 
both Jewish and Hellenistic components.!85 To judge by Sefer 
ha-Razim, its authors were deeply involved in the world of Greek 
magic and Jewish angelology, knowledgeable in such works, and 
professionally interested in them. The question was where ex- 
actly to locate this work and its author in the Jewish cultural con- 
text. In this regard, views were and are divided. Hen Merchavya, 
for instance, holds that Sefer ha-Razim copies Gentile wisdom, 
without any conceptual identification or practical intention on 
the author's part. In contrast, Joseph Dan (justifiably) refutes 
Margalioth's suggestion about the Gnostic-Jewish origin and 
character of the work. Ithamar Gruenwald points to the concep- 
tual elements common to Sefer ha-Razim and to Hekhalot and 


Merkavah works; Naomi Janowitz narrows the gap between this 


work and the rabbinic world, and Philip Alexander holds that the 
author had surely been educated in a rabbinic beth midrash. 
Other scholars point out the astral foundations of the work, 
which they consider central, and suggest viewing it as a Jewish 
expression of the astral-magical tradition prevalent in the Greek 
and Roman world in late antiquity.185 

Jans Niggermeyer's study on the rhetoric of Sefer ha-Razim is 
its broadest analysis so far. Niggermeyer, who also translated 
this work into German, divides it into its prominent elements 
(names, angels, ends, acts, and adjurations) and devotes most 
of his energy to a detailed typological analysis of the 
adjurations.127 Later, Janowitz and Alexander dealt with the wor- 
ship of angels and with “black magic” in the book, 
respectively.!8 The last phase so far of the research on Sefer ha- 
Razim is the synoptic edition of the treatise (together with its 
second, later macroform) and a commentary by Bill Rebiger and 
Peter Schäfer. Their interest is mainly textual and so is the com- 
prehensive introductory discussion, but the detailed commentary 
touches on and examines almost every aspect of the book.1* 

The publication of amulet texts and fragments of magic writ- 
ings continued throughout, though in limited form. In the fifteen 
years after the publication of Sefer ha-Razim, two more amulets, 
six pieces of Aramaic magical papyri, and three Genizah frag- 
ments appeared.9? At this time, Gershom Scholem published 
his edition of a work known as Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva that he 
claimed appeared in Babylonia in the Geonic period and possibly 
even before, Scholem attached to his edition a long and scholarly 
study in which he pointed to the work's literary structure, that is, 


to the incantation units within it. He also considered at length 


the linguistic and conceptual parallels in Babylonian magic 


bowls, Hekhalot and Merkavah treatises, rabbinic literature, and 
magic Hellenistic writings. In this fashion he wove the magic in 
Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva into the broader web of the Jewish cul- 
ture of its purported time?! Several years later, Franco Tocci 
published an annotated version of the long apotropaic adjuration 
called Pishra’ de-Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa (The Spell-Loosening of 
Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa). Influenced by Scholem, he stated that 
it had originated in Babylon, in the sixth or seventh century.192 

At this time, Shaul Shaked published an unassuming article 
dealing with Jewish magic literature in Islamic countries, which 
constituted a turnabout in the attitude toward Jewish magic find- 
ings. Shaked pointed to the connection and continuity between 
Palestinian magic traditions and those in the writings of the 
Cairo Genizah—the first time this had been done—and looked 
for evidence of the penetration of Muslim elements into Jewish 
magic literature. By doing so, he also pointed to the openness of 
Jewish magic to such elements precisely because they were alien, 
stating that it showed evidence “not only of significant readiness 
to unwittingly accept influences from a nearby culture but, seem- 
ingly, also actual recognition of other religions’ legitimacy, at 
least insofar as the magic realm is concerned."123 He stated that 
Jews had been considered skilled sorcerers in their foreign sur- 
roundings and pinned this on the tendency to ascribe witchcraft 
to marginalized social groups, thereby conveying the suspicions 
and anxieties about them. Later, Shaked developed this social 
perception of magic in other writings as well. 

1 noted earlier Shaked's view of magic as a ritual with a per- 


sonal purpose. Here | wish to direct attention to another matter. 


In another article on the relationship between Islam and Judaism 
in the realm of magic, Shaked points to the duality of magic in 
both these cultures—its official denial on the one hand and its 
constant presence, even among spiritual leaders, on the other. In 
his view, the source of this phenomenon is the social place of 
those who use ritual activity, as opposed to those who relate to 
them and describe them. Because Shaked holds that it is hard to 
draw essentialist distinctions between religion and magic, he 


suggests defining the latter in this social context. 


1 suggest that, simply, magic and the theurgic realm be de- 
fined by negation, as including everything that was not part of 
the accepted worship.... This definition is thus entirely arbi- 
trary from a theoretical perspective, from the researcher's per- 
spective, but highly convenient in practical terms. It releases 
us from the complicated and hopeless task of stripping every 
liturgical text down to its components in order to decide what 
and how much magic it contains, or of the other material, 


which is even harder to define: religion. 14 


This proposition implies two conclusions: (1) Magic must al- 
ways be examined and characterized within a defined social- 
cultural context, and (2) in the Jewish context, every ritual or turn 
to heavenly powers that is not included in the official framework 
as determined by the religious establishment belongs to the 
realm of magic. This is an expansion of Marcel Mauss's pro- 
posal to see magic as the forbidden cult, perceiving it as includ- 
ing all the nonofficial rituals. As Shaked explicitly states, his pro- 
posal is guided by practical motives. He holds that identifying a 


magic text when one meets it poses no practical problems. 


Because his main concern is the texts as such, he dismisses the 
“hopeless” concern with definitions by means of an ostensibly 
“simple” and “arbitrary” definition that he himself creates. This 
paradox is essential to my concern, and | return to it in chapter 3. 

A review that Philip Alexander wrote in the mid-1980s is the 
first summary on magic in Judaism (including demonology) in 
late antiquity.!95 This is а good and comprehensive summary of 
magic findings and related research available up to his time. The 
timing of the publication was appropriate because, simulta- 
neously, Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked published their first 
volume that marked (and largely caused) the deep change in the 
study of Jewish magic that we have witnessed over the last twen- 
ty-five years. In this volume and in a second one, published sev- 
eral years later, Naveh and Shaked reveal a broad corpus of 
amulets and magic Genizah fragments (and incantation 
bowls).196 Altogether, they edited and published texts from twen- 
ty-nine Jewish metal amulets and one clay one (and two more 
Christian ones) and dozens of Genizah pieces, which included 
texts from ten amulets and many magic recipes. Naveh and 
Shaked annotated the texts, translated them, and provided a 
broad linguistic apparatus. In the introductions to their books, 
they discuss broader aspects of the textual finding. First, they 
point to the distinct Jewish elements of the ancient amulets, 
such as biblical verses, the formulas “Amen” and “Selah,” or the 
client, “Rabbi Elazar the son of Esther, the servant of the God of 
Heaven” on the one hand, and the cosmopolitan context of the 
amulets on the other. In their view, we have no reason to doubt 
the orthodoxy of the amulets’ creators and users, and we have no 


justification for pushing them to the margins of Judaism or 


seeing them as members of lower classes. Their involvement in 
magic is a typical Jewish expression of a worldview common to 
all in the ancient world. Naveh and Shaked later expanded this 
claim to the adjuration literature in general and reinforced it 
when they pointed to the strong links of adjurations to Jewish 
liturgy and Hekhakot literature and to the medicine of the ancient 
world,197 

Naveh and Shaked's first book was the beginning of an awak- 
ening in the study of Jewish magic. Naveh himself continued to 
deal with Palestinian amulets and their connection to contem- 
porary manifestations of religion. He points to the presence of 
magic in the synagogue—the place of "institutionalized reli- 
gion"—in three areas: the placing of amulets in the synagogue, 
the integration of linguistic elements typical of adjuration liter- 
ature in the dedication inscriptions, and the zodiac and Helios 
ornamentations on the mosaic floors of several Palestinian 
synagogues.9* Elsewhere, he expands on the connection be- 
tween incantation and prayer. 


The various types of adjurations are merely prayers. But con- 
trary to the institutionalized prayer, to the liturgy, the adju- 
ration turns directly to the supernatural powers and asks, and 
even demands, from them to help the individual in his per- 
sonal sorrow. Contrary to the prayer at the synagogue, the 
adjuration is a personal prayer in the full sense of the term, 
seeking urgent solution to a burning problem... As we sepa- 
rated the institutionalized prayer from the adjuration, one 
could seemingly distinguish religion from magic: religion is 
the institutionalized faith and ritual, whereas the direct ad- 


dress to God and his angels, which is not included in 


institutionalized worship, belongs to magic.122 


What counts, then, is the place of the ritual within the institu- 
tionalized framework of worship. If it is included, it is religion, 
and if not, it is magic. This was also Shaked’s view. This crite- 
rion, however, proves insufficient, given that Naveh showed that 
many elements of magic penetrated both official religion and its 
prevailing praxis. Naveh, then, ultimately appears to have en- 
dorsed an approach that combines two principles, one essen- 
tialist and one social: Magic texts have essentialist charac- 
teristics, which are clearly revealed in the adjuration literature 
and reflect rituals that are not part of the official one. Hence we 
can identify (essentialist) magic elements in institutionalized reli- 
gion as well and still preserve its (social) distinction from magic. 
In further articles, Naveh dealt with the antiquity of magic recipes 
and with the magic perception of illness. He also published texts 
from several new amulets but did not return to deal with the 
essence of the phenomenon he studied.2°° This has been the 
prevalent trend in the publication of ancient Jewish amulets in re- 
cent years. Scholars decipher and annotate the writings but do 
not discuss them in broader contexts.2?! The study of magic in 
Genizah writings was handled differently. 

At the beginning of the 1990s, Steven Wasserstrom wrote a 
programmatic article on the study of magic writings in the Cairo 
Genizah in which he complained about the paucity of research 
on the topic and its character and pointed to its required direc- 
tions: typological, historical, social, and cross-cultural: “The his- 
tory of the scholarship of magical texts found in the Genizah may 
be accurately and succinctly summarized: a handful of texts have 


been edited and translated."29? This situation has changed. 


Although most of Wasserstrom’s “demands” are yet to be met, 
the number of writings since published has greatly increased and 
the methods of inquiry have diversified. 

One prominent example of the comprehensive and diversified 
approach to magic in the Cairo Genizah is a small book by 
Lawrence Schiffman and Michael Swartz in which fourteen incan- 
tations from the Genizah are published, most of them from 
amulets.29? Schiffman and Swartz precede their discussions of 
amulets with introductory chapters, where they point to the links 
between adjurations in the Genizah and adjurations in Baby- 
lonian magic bowls and Palestinian amulets, examine their place 
in relation to rabbinic and Hekhalot traditions, and devote an 
extensive description to “the magic of the amulets.” In this con- 
text they discuss the rhetoric of the adjurations, the amulets’ per- 
formative practices, the views on angels and demons that are re- 
vealed in them, and the social aspects related to their preparation 
and use. This introductory survey is a first attempt to engage in 
the comprehensive study of ancient Jewish magic literature and 
of the cultural phenomenon it reflects. In the course of it, Schiff- 
man and Swartz also question the definition of magic. Their ap- 
proach to this topic is original, as was the conclusion that 
emerged from it. Schiffman and Swartz claim that the fact that 
Jewish magic was recorded textually must be at the basis of any 
attempt to define it. Hence they proposed 


to analyze the philological and literary elements of the texts, 
and from them to endeavor to arrive at a picture of the 
mechanics, theory of operation, and social situation of medi- 
aeval Mediterranean Jewish magic. For this reason ... it is not 


necessary for our purposes to produce a general definition of 


“magic.” Rather, we shall identify characteristics our texts 
have in common, and point to how they relate to other ele- 
ments of the religion of their authors and their 


contemporaries.204 


Schiffman and Swartz, then, suggest replacing an a priori defi- 
nition of magic with an outline of its contours. Instead of deter- 
mining a priori what magic is and, in this light, describing its 
manifestations in Judaism, they point to the characteristics of the 
phenomenon reflected in the incantations they investigated and 
state that all these characteristics are what can be called Jewish 
magic at defined times and places. Tracing the contours of 
magic, which was based on the rhetoric of the adjurations, led 
them to isolate three main elements in the theory of magic as re- 
flected in the Genizah amulets: (1) expression of holy names and 
the drawing up of lists of such names, (2) the address of de- 
mands to mediating supernatural forces—angels or demons— 
and (3) the linkage between the two previous elements and 
human material welfare, both in general and of specific 
individuals.205 

Schiffman and Swartz's method is indeed a proper starting 
point for a suitable description of magic in Judaism, but it raises 
a significant difficulty: What are the writings where we must 
search for the characteristics of the phenomenon we are trying to 
describe? What were the grounds for choosing the 14 “incan- 
tations" they analyzed in their book from among the 200,000 
available Genizah fragments? What makes these fragments and 
not others magic literature? To justify their choice of magic texts, 
Shiffman and Swartz use the description of the forbidden act of 


magic by the Karaite Ya'qub al-Qirqisani, who was (more or less) 


a contemporary of the literature discussed by them. In their view, 
al-Qirqisani's description, based on a claim about the ability to 
perform supernatural actions by means of incantations, fits the 
picture that emerges from the incantation fragments in the Cairo 
Genizah.296 Schiffman and Swartz therefore base the description 
of magic in the Genizah on a move that begins with a contem- 
porary definition that founds magic on the use of incantations, 
continues through the location of incantation texts, and culmi- 
nates in the tracing of the phenomenon they reflect. This method 
is a new and important step in the attempt to solve the question 
of defining Jewish magic. It seeks to detach itself altogether from 
the notion of "magic" in the language of scholars and to base the 
study solely on medieval Jewish rhetoric. | hold that this is 
impossible. My method, which | propose in chapter 3, is indeed 
close to Schiffman and Swartz's method, but | disagree with 
them regarding the justification for choosing the textual corpus 
that the description of Jewish magic rests on. | propose basing 
this choice on our own perception of magic rather than on the 
writings’ fit with an incidental (external and hostile) definition of 
magic. 

The rhetoric of the magic writings found in the Cairo Genizah 
and a range of aspects of the phenomenon they express have 
been discussed in other studies published in recent years.207 Un- 
questionably, the pinnacle is the series of volumes edited by 
Peter Schaffer and Shaul Shaked, which include dozens of Ge- 
nizah fragments, among them, according to the methodical divi- 
sion they adopted, amulet texts, incantations and remedies, pas- 
sages from books of magic recipes, adjuration prayers, practices 


for controlling demons, liturgical-magical texts, and fragments 


from theoretical books of magic.2° The broad textual findings 
that these volumes make available to scholars and the linguistic 
and intertextual research that accompanies them greatly enrich 
our knowledge of the Jewish magical tradition—both theoretical 
and practical—that prevailed in the eastern Mediterranean in the 
early Islamic period. These writings, together with the rest of the 
amulets, recipes, and magic works reviewed in this chapter, have 
been the basis for the series of articles | have published in recent 
years. In these articles | seek to shed light on specific aspects of 
Jewish magic culture—harm, love, economic success, and 
knowledge.209 The writings are also the core evidence for Ortal 
Paz-Saar's broad research on ancient Jewish love magic. 

Four magic works have recently been published in new edi- 
tions: Нага de-Moshe (The Sword of Moses), Sefer ha-Yashar 
(The Book of the Right [Way]), Sefer ha-Malbush (The Book of the 
[Magic] Dress), and Sefer Shimush Tehillim (The Book of the Use 
of Psalms). My edition of Harba de-Moshe relies on a relatively 
late (sixteenth-century) manuscript, but one that is earlier and 
better than Gaster's. Beside the work itself, | include new frag- 
ments from the Magical Sword literature, a literary layer that 
treats the magic formula as a powerful sword, and Genizah frag- 
ments of the work attesting to its practical uses. | also deal at 
length with the structure of the work, with questions touching on 
the author's worldview and the magic practice he suggested, and 
with Moses's magic figure.2 Irina Wandrey edited Sefer ha- 
Malbush and Sefer ha-Yashar relying on their fragments in the 
Cairo Genizah and their later versions іп Ashkenazic 
manuscripts. In her study Wandrey deals at length with the var- 


ious versions of these works and with the role of the Genizah 


versions in their elaboration and expansion. She also discusses 
magic in them and their place in the magic discourse of the early 
Islamic period.2!2 Bill Rebiger edited (and translated into Ger- 
man) two relatively late (fifteenth-sixteenth century) versions of 
the ancient Sefer Shimush Tehillim. He introduces the book with 
a general discussion of its characteristics and contexts and stud- 
ies every detail of its content in a broad apparatus that sheds 
light on the magic views and practices typical of it.21* 

Finally (so far), two comprehensive thematic studies should 
be noted. One is Reimund Leicht's study on Jewish astrological 
literature, which deals at length with astromagic writings (i.e., 
writings that tie together magic and astrology and suggest magic 
activity that relies on astrological elements). The writings that Le- 
icht discusses are from a later period than the one considered 
here. Nevertheless, when tracing the sources of these works (die 
astrologische Kleinliteratur in his terms, as opposed to scholarly, 
theoretical-systematic astrology) and the progression of the 
traditions and the practices they offer, Leicht sheds broad light 
on this special channel of Jewish magic activity, tying it to Jewish 
and non-Jewish theoretical astrological approaches from late 
antiquity and the early Islamic period.24 The other study is 
Dorothea Salzer's comprehensive research on biblical quotations 
and their function in the magic texts of the Cairo Genizah. In this 
thorough work, Salzer introduces hundreds of biblical references 
and quotations and, relying on the theoretical platform of inter- 
textuality, she systematically analyzes their magic use. Because 
the Bible is dominantly present in Genizah magic pieces, this 
work actually touches on almost every angle of the magic culture 


reflected in these texts. 215 


The magic finding reviewed here in general (and presented in 
detail, according to their various genres, in chapter 5) has re- 
cently been discussed by Gideon Bohak in a chapter devoted to 
insider evidence in his book on ancient Jewish magic. As 
noted, in his approach to magic in the context of both rabbinic 
literature and Jewish mystical literature in antiquity, Bohak re- 
frains from defining magic in general and focuses instead on the 
presence of textual elements and action patterns typical of the 
magic finding on the one hand and the clear demarcation of this 
presence on the other. Abstention from defining characterizes 
his discussion of the textual and tangible products of Jewish 
magic activity as well and appears to be deliberate. In the intro- 
duction to his book, Bohak discusses the problem of defining 
his field of research and points to the absence of emic signifiers 
in the way that Jews in antiquity demarcated magic in their cul- 
ture. In his approach, “we must resort to an etic definition of 
magic at least as a heuristic device for setting aside those phe- 
nomena in our sources which we would like to study in the 


present book." Bohak is well aware, however, of the difficulties 
posed by the attempt to agree on the meaning of the term magic 
in our language and therefore chooses “to focus less on the 


identification of magical practice and more on the identification 


of magical texts and artifacts."218 But what are these texts and arti- 


facts? Bohak clarifies this matter elsewhere. 


If we decide to focus on the magical dimensions of the Jewish 
religion we may certainly adopt any intuitive definition of 
magic and search for all aspects of Jewish culture which fall 
under that definition. But if we wish to study Jewish magic, we 


must adopt a somewhat different strategy, in order to separate 


Jewish magic from Jewish religion. Luckily, this is not so diffi- 
cult, for there exists an extensive body of ancient Jewish texts 
which would fall under our intuitive category of “magic,” and 
which certainly were not part of the standard (or "normative") 
Jewish religion at the time or even that of some specific inner- 


Jewish group or sect.2i* 


He concludes: “Rather than looking into the phenomenology of 
Jewish ritual and praxis and classifying parts thereof as ‘magical,’ 
we should focus on those bodies of non-normative Jewish texts 
which could only be classified as ‘magical,’ and use them as a 
starting point for any study of Jewish magical tradition."220 

Bohak clearly distinguishes here between magic and “norma- 
tive" religion (on theoretical grounds and without a judgmental 
slant). For this purpose and contrary to his explicit wish, he is 
forced to resort to phenomenological criteria. On the one hand, 
he relies on intuition about the phenomenon reflected in the 
magical texts: “No reader .. would fail to note their ‘magical’ 
contents."221 On the other hand, he is forced to define (intu- 
itively?) the borders of normative Jewish religion in order to 
separate from it what he calls magic. In any event, he does so 
with full awareness of the problem involved in this move, an 
awareness that relies on deep knowledge of the various compo- 
nents of Jewish culture in late antiquity and the early Islamic pe- 
riod that do not fully fit his mold.222 Elsewhere, Bohak indeed 
erodes this fundamental distinction when he seeks to charac- 
terize Jewish magic as Jewish. Whereas it is convenient to point 
out in various writings (rabbinic literature or Hekhalot and 
Merkavah literature) the presence of elements from non-Jewish 


texts intuitively, which are identified as magic, "the distinction 


between what falls under the rubric of Jewish ‘magic’ and what 


falls under that of Jewish ‘re 


igion’ can become quite blurred."223 

The obstacle confronting Bohak in his study, then, is not the 
lack of a definition of magic per se or the unease with the prob- 
lematic border between what is and what is not magic in Ju- 
daism. His main concern is the description of the cultural seg- 
ment reflected in texts and artifacts identified as "magical" while 
rigorously examining their Jewish and non-Jewish components. 
Once he describes these artifacts and the beliefs, practices, and 
aims they reflect as insider evidence, he does not refrain from ex- 
pertly using these insights to examine the scope and the char- 
acter of magic's penetration also into the world of Jewish rabbis 
and mystics in late antiquity. 


CONCLUDING REMARKS 

THE STUDY OF JEWISH MAGIC WRITINGS HAS GREAT- 
LY ADVANCED IN RECENT DECADES, GRADUALLY RE- 
VEALING A JEWISH MAGIC CULTURE. THE GROWING 
INTEREST IN THIS AREA IS NOT SPECIFIC TO JEWISH 
STUDIES, AS ATTESTED BY THE EXTENT OF THE RE- 
SEARCH DEVOTED TO MAGIC IN GENERAL AND TO 
THE STUDY OF ITS PLACE AND NATURE IN THE 
GRECO-ROMAN WORLD IN PARTICULAR. SCHOLARS OF 
HELLENISTIC MAGIC HAVE BENEFITED FROM AN 
ABUNDANCE OF TEXTS THAT, FOR MANY YEARS NOW, 
HAVE PLACED AT THEIR DISPOSAL A BROAD AND 
WELL-ESTABLISHED CORPUS OF MAGIC WRITINGS. 
HENCE IT IS ONLY NATURAL THAT THEY HAVE OFTEN 
CHANNELED EFFORTS TO AN INQUIRY INTO THE CUL- 
TURE AND THE SOCIOLOGY OF MAGIC. DEVEL- 
OPMENTS IN THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL AND CULTURAL 
RESEARCH OF MAGIC HAVE LEFT A DEEP IMPRESSION 
ON THESE SCHOLARS. THEIR VIEWS ON THE TERM 
MAGIC AND ON THE CAUTION REQUIRED IN ITS USE 
BECAME SO EXTREME THAT THE BEGINNING OF A 
PENDULUM MOVE IN THE OPPOSITE DIRECTION IS 
ALREADY DISCERNIBLE. 

THE STUDY OF JEWISH MAGIC, BY CONTRAST, IS 
STILL IN ITS CRADLE. NO WONDER, THEN, THAT 
SCHOLARS INVEST MOST OF THEIR EFFORTS IN THE 
LOCATION, STUDY, AND PUBLICATION OF THE MAGIC 
TEXTS THEMSELVES. THE IMPORTANCE OF THIS 
SCIENTIFIC WORK CAN HARDLY BE EXAGGERATED. 


WITHOUT A BROAD, CREDIBLE, AND CLEAR TEXTUAL 
BASIS, NO REAL DISCUSSION OF JEWISH MAGIC IS 
POSSIBLE (AND INDEED, WHERE SUCH A BASIS IS 
FOUND, AS IN RABBINIC LITERATURE OR IN 
HEKHALOT AND MERKAVAH LITERATURE, SCHOLARS 
TURNED TO THE PHENOMENOLOGY OR SOCIOLOGY 
OF MAGIC). THE TEXTUAL FOCUS, HOWEVER, HAS 
NOT DIVERTED ATTENTION FROM QUESTIONS OF 
ESSENCE. MOST SCHOLARS HAVE RELATED, EITHER 
EXPLICITLY OR INDIRECTLY, THE CHARACTERISTICS OF 
THE PHENOMENON THAT CONCERNED THEM AND 
THEIR PLACE IN THE BROADER CONTEXT OF JEWISH 
RELIGIOUS CULTURE. SCHOLARS DISAGREE ABOUT 
THE DEFINITION OF MAGIC AND EVEN ABOUT THE 
PROPER METHODOLOGICAL TOOLS TO BE USED FOR 
ITS STUDY. BUT THE DISCUSSION THAT HAS UN- 
FOLDED ON THIS QUESTION IN JEWISH STUDIES, THE 
GROWING AWARENESS OF THE PROBLEM EVOKED BY 
THE TALK ABOUT MAGIC OR MAGIC TEXTS AND THEIR 
DISTINCTION FROM CONTEMPORARY RELIGION OR 
MYSTICISM, IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT. THE ADVAN- 
TAGE THAT THE TOOLS USED IN ANTHROPOLOGY, 
SOCIOLOGY, AND THE COMPARATIVE STUDY OF RELI- 
GIONS HAVE PLACED AT OUR DISPOSAL FOR THE 
CLARIFICATION OF THIS QUESTION AND THE WAY 
THESE TOOLS HAVE SERVED THE HISTORICAL STUDY 
OF MAGIC AND THE DISCOURSE ABOUT IT IN THE 
GRECO-ROMAN WORLD HAVE ALSO GRADUALLY 
PERCOLATED INTO THE STUDY OF JEWISH MAGIC. 


THE DISCUSSION SURROUNDING THE DEFINITION 
OF MAGIC DOES NOT LEAD TO A DEFINED GOAL, AND 
TO EXPECT THAT A UNIVERSALLY AGREED-ON SOLU- 
TION CAN BE FOUND SEEMS POINTLESS. BUT EVEN 
WITHOUT REACHING SUCH RESULTS AND EVEN IF 
THE VAGUE CONTOURS OF “MAGIC” FAIL TO BECOME 
ENTIRELY CLEAR, THE PROCESS LEADING TO IT, THE 
CONTINUED INQUIRY, AND THE EMERGING DIS- 
COURSE ARE INTERESTING AND IMPORTANT ON 
THEIR OWN MERITS. MY SUGGESTION IN CHAPTER 3 
SHOULD BE VIEWED IN THIS CONTEXT. | DO NOT 
HOLD THAT MY POSITION IS THE ONLY ONE POS- 
SIBLE, THAT IT OFFERS INDISPENSABLE ANSWERS, OR 
THAT ITS CONCLUSIONS EXCLUDE ALL OTHERS. 
MAGIC CAN BE DEFINED AND DESCRIBED FROM DIF- 
FERENT PERSPECTIVES AND WITH DIVERSE METHODS, 
THUS SHEDDING LIGHT ON IT FROM SEVERAL DIREC- 
TIONS. YET | DO HOLD THAT MY VIEW HAS ONE RELA- 
TIVE ADVANTAGE: IT SHIFTS THE DISCUSSION FROM 
THE ESSENTIALIST REALM OF “MAGICAL” AND “RELI- 
GIOUS” PHENOMENA IN THE JEWISH CULTURE OF 
LATE ANTIQUITY TO THE USE OF TERMS THAT DE- 
SCRIBE THESE PHENOMENA IN THE LANGUAGE OF 
SCHOLARS. | THEREBY SUGGEST IN CHAPTER 3 REA- 
SONABLY CLEAR CRITERIA FOR THE USE OF THE TERM 
MAGIC OR KISHUF, FIRST IN A TEXTUAL CONTEXT 
AND THEN IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CULTURAL PHE- 
NOMENON THAT THE MAGIC WRITINGS REFLECT. 


1. For an updated annotated bibliography on ancient Jewish 


magic, see Bohak (20123). The periodization terminology used 
throughout this study refers to the geographic and cultural con- 
texts of its sources. | have systematically favored the term early 
Islamic period over the early Middle Ages for referring to the pe- 
riod from the rise of Islam to that of the classical Genizah period 
(seventh-thirteenth centuries) in the area between Babylonia and 
North Africa. 

2. Objects also play a significant role in the exposure and de- 
scription of ancient cultures. Their meaning, however, is always 
determined through an interpretive process based on the schol- 
ar's previous knowledge of the culture in whose context they are 
discussed, a knowledge based on texts. 

3. The study of magic in Mesopotamia focuses mainly on the 
publication of texts and on their textual and linguistic study. 
Comprehensive reviews of Mesopotamian magic and witchcraft 
are rare, and the discussion of the relationship between magic 
and religion in Mesopotamia is only beginning. See Schmitt 
(2004, 51-57) and Thomsen (2001, 22-23, and 18-95 for an 
extensive discussion of this topic). Also cf. Geller (2010), Erica 
Reiner (1995), and van Binsbergen and Wiggermann (1999). 
Magic and adjacent areas (demonology, divination) in the Bible 
have been the subject of relatively extensive study. A compre- 
hensive review had already appeared by the beginning of the 
twentieth century: Thompson (1908). For early discussions of 
biblical magic, demonology, and divination, see Kaufmann (1955, 
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Religion, Magic, Adjuration, and the Definition of 
Early Jewish Magic 


The discussion in chapters 1 and 2 shows that, although (and 
possibly because) research on magic has been ongoing for close 
to 150 years, we are not nearing agreement on the essence of 
magic and its definition. Almost everyone believes they under- 
stand what they and others mean when they use words such as 
magic, magie, or Zauberwesen. The academic discourse on the 
subject has indeed proceeded unhindered, but both explicit clar- 
ifications and implicit insights emerging from the research show 
that we are far from a uniform perception of magic. In this chap- 
ter | wish to present a new solution to this problem. First, | point 
out the difficulties evoked by the currently prevalent trend con- 
cerning the use of the term magic and by the attempt to under- 
stand the essence of the phenomenon it denotes solely by exam- 
ining its use in the texts of the culture being studied. | then 
present my view concerning the use of the term through a propo- 
sition that relies on Ludwig Wittgenstein's later writings on the 
philosophy of language; | suggest replacing a dictionary defi- 
nition of magic with a quasi-ostensive definition of the cultural 
realm it denotes.2 In the course of this discussion, | also look at 
the relationship between magic and religion. Finally, as part of 
the dialectic move adopted in the definition of magic suggested 
here, | formulate a set of textual rules for determining whether 
(or better, to what extent) any given Jewish text is a magic text. 
My proposition should help to untangle the complexity sur- 


rounding phenomena called magic or religion and their mutual 


relationship. More significantly, | provide methodological tools 
for justifying the choice of texts that may serve as the foundation 


for a phenomenological description of ancient Jewish magic. 


MAGIC-MAGEIA: INTRODUCING THE PROBLEM 
Among the prominent contemporary scholars of Hellenistic 
magic, Fritz Graf best summed up the discussion on the defi- 


nition of magic. 


There are only two possible attitudes: either a modern defi- 
nition of the term is created and the ancient and Frazerian are 
resolutely cast aside, or the term magic is used in the sense 
that the ancients gave it, avoiding not only the Frazerian no- 


tion, but also all the other etymological notions of the term. 


Graf chose the second option. He stated that magic was a term 
that originated in Hellenistic culture, which he studied, and that 
the proper course was thus to examine its meaning and the 
scope of its denotation in this culture according to its usage in 
Hellenistic writings. This approach, however, appears to be 
fraught with considerable difficulties. 

When studying magic as a phenomenon or writing a book ti- 
tled Magic in the Ancient World, we address our readers in a lan- 
guage we share. In Graf's case, that language is English (or, 
originally, French), reflecting a conceptual-cultural system in 
which magic denotes a specific range of phenomena. Even if the 
limits of this range are not clear and even if the differences lead- 
ing us to refer to a particular phenomenon as religion and to an- 
other as magic are not easy to point out, we cannot ignore the 
common use of these terms in our culture. When Graf attempts 
today to describe magic in the ancient world by relying on the 
usage of the word magic in Hellenistic literature, he performs a 
dual move. First, he assumes that the word magic in our lan- 


guage denotes a specific phenomenon (which he wishes to 


investigate) and that his readers, just like him, more or less know 
what this phenomenon is. And second, he assumes that a suffi- 
ciently meaningful connection prevails between the modern Eng- 
lish usage of magic and the ancients’ usage of a variety of terms 
through which they denoted the phenomenon that he describes. 

The first assumption is self-evident. This is the basis for all 
linguistic communication. The fact that the boundaries of the 
concept of magic (and hence also the conditions for using the 
term magic) are not sufficiently sharp does not preclude a mean- 
ingful discourse about magic. True, as the discussion attains 
greater precision and refinement, it is incumbent on us to clarify 
the terminology, but lack of clarity is not really an obstacle to the 
possibility of discussion. 

The second assumption is more problematic in that it creates 
a dangerous illusion of authenticity. Even without recalling the 
whole range of Greek and Roman terms through which we might 
examine the essence of magic as a phenomenon in the ancient 
world, the question arises, What is the criterion for selecting 
them? What is the source for the confidence in any links con- 
necting the English use of magic and the Greek use of mageia? 
The basis for this connection is certainly not the similarity be- 
tween the two words. First, say that they are similar. So what? 
Second, scholars also rely, for instance, on mentions of 
pharmakeia, theurgia, and goeteia in Greek or defixiones and 
magus in Latin for studying the area in which they are interested. 
The assumption of a shared meaning or even of any connection 
of meaning between the English magic and the Greek mageia fol- 
lows from a necessary precondition: knowledge of the concep- 


tual baggage attached to the usage of the term magic. It is only 


through an understanding of the usage of magic, sorcery, 
witchcraft, and the like in our languages that we might determine 
that specific Greek or Latin terms were used by the speakers of 
those languages to denote, more or less, the same phenomena 
we denote through these terms. By identifying the common use 
of terms then and now, we can refine the discussion and point to 
more precise borders of, for instance, the usage of the term 
mageia in the ancient world, including both the concept it repre- 
sented and the phenomena it denoted. The idea that the term 
magic could be used “in the sense that the ancients gave it, 
avoiding not only the Frazerian notion, but also all the other 
etymological notions of the term,” as Graf proposed to do, is an 
illusion. Not even the ancients themselves could do this. The 
term magic did not exist in their vocabulary. The terms magie, 
magic, Zauberwesen, or the Hebrew kishuf or keshafim, and so 
forth serve members of our communities and bear a semantic 
baggage given to them in our culture. Without knowledge of this 
baggage, these terms cannot be used in day-to-day speech or to 
describe magic in the ancient world. 

Even if we need to clarify the conditions for the use of these 
terms, that is, their meaning, and even if this is a particularly 
challenging task, these are still the only tools available for any 
kind of dialogue. The starting point in any definition of magic 
(and of religion) must necessarily be our mode of using the 
terms denoting these phenomena. Only after clarifying this mat- 
ter will it be possible to search for the characteristic usage in 
antiquity of the terms denoting the phenomena that we have de- 


fined in our own language as magic. 


MAGIC AND RELIGION: A CASE OF FAMILY RESEMBLANCE 

In his Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein proposes 
a new and revolutionary theory of meaning, with the principle of 
family resemblance as one of its central foci. Wittgenstein 
points to the difficulty of defining precise limits of applicability 
for terms in a language and to the fact that, although these limits 
are blurred, we are still capable of using them well. The example 
he uses to explain this linguistic principle has become a corner- 
stone in twentieth-century philosophy of language. 


[66] Consider for example the proceedings that we call 
“games.” | mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, 
Olympic-games, and so on. What is common to them all? 
Don't say: “there must be something common, or they would 


not all be called ‘games’ "—but look and see where there is 
anything common to all. For if you look at them you will not 
see something that is common to all, but similarities, rela- 
tionships and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: don't 
think, but look! Look, for example, at board-games, with their 
multifarious relationships. Now pass to card-games; here you 
find many correspondences with the first group, but many 
common features drop out, and others appear. When we pass 
next to ball-games, much that is common is retained, but 
much is lost ... and we сап go through the many, many other 
groups of games in the same way; can see how similarities 
crop up and disappear. And the result of this examination is: 
we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and 


criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes 


similarities in detail. 


[67] | can think of no better expression to characterize these 
similarities than “family resemblances"; for the various 
resemblances between members of a family: build, features, 
color of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss- 


cross in the same way. And I shall say: "games" form a family. 


And for instance the kinds of number form a family in the 
same way. Why do we call something a "number"? Well, per- 
haps because it has a—direct—relationship with several 
things that have hitherto been called number; and this can be 
said to give it an indirect relationship to other things we call 
the same name. And we extend our concept of number as in 
spinning a thread we twist fibre on fibre. And the strength of 
the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre run 
through its whole length, but in the overlapping of many 
fibres. 


| hold that the principle of family resemblance is a particularly 
efficient tool for clarifying the relationships between the phe- 
nomena we refer to through the terms magic (or kishuf ) and 
religion. 

Henk Versnel, in an article that, as noted in chapter 2, is un- 
usual in the context of the scholarly tendency to dismiss essen- 
tialist distinctions between magic and religion in general and in 
the Hellenistic world in particular, rejects Olof Pettersson's sug- 
gestion to give the term magic a decent burial. Instead, Versnel 
proposes characterizing magic according to phenomenological 
criteria The starting point of his research is his recognition of 
the need for the term magic in the scientific study of the phe- 
nomenon of magic and hence the impossibility of ignoring the 


conceptual baggage attached to the term in scholarly culture and 


language. Because avoiding this use altogether is impossible, 
Versnel holds that it would be better to attempt a definition of 
this term, even at the cost of some vagueness. Following William 
Alston's definition of religion? Versnel proposes using the fam- 
ily resemblance principle to characterize the whole range of phe- 
nomena called forth by the term magic. In his view, one can 
point to several crucial features characterizing magic in the com- 
monsense perception prevalent in our culture: instrumental, ma- 
nipulative, mechanical, nonpersonal, coercive in the short term, 
with defined and generally individual goals, and so forth. By rely- 
ing on the family resemblance principle, we can say that, when 
enough of these features are present in a given phenomenon, 
that phenomenon is magic. 

The adoption of the family resemblance principle with regard 
to the range of phenomena we wish to characterize through the 
term magic is to be welcomed. No better way seems available for 
defining the applicability of such terms. Yet the problems hin- 
dering such a definition are obvious and common to Wittgen- 
stein's later theory of language in general: Is there indeed com- 
monsense agreement regarding the essentialist features whose 
presence will determine the magic character of any given phe- 
nomenon? Who are those endowed with this common sense? 
the average speakers of a language? the scholars? Even more 
problematic: Who determines whether and which of these 
characteristics are present in the given phenomenon? And what 
is the basis for this decision? Are not the borders of concepts 
such as manipulative, coercive, and mechanical themselves 
blurred? Finally, do these characteristics indeed help us to distin- 


guish between religion and magic? 


Of all these questions, Versnel considers only the last one, ex- 
pressing reservations about the importance ascribed to it in 
scholarly research. In his view, rather than the distinction be- 
tween magic and religion or between elements within religion, 
what matters is the distinction between magic and nonmagic, 
that is, the identification of magic per se, regardless of whether it 
is found within or outside religion.1® This stance is a good start- 
ing place in the search for a definition of magic and its rela- 
tionship with religion. My approach begins from a similar view- 
point, but | seek to expand it, refine it, and thereby remove some 
ofthe difficulties it raises. 

The inquiry into the connection between magic and religion 
assumes the existence of two separate phenomena, or possibly 
two separate concepts, warranting two separate terms. Whatever 
the reason for the existence of these two terms in our culture, 
each with its own conceptual baggage, their coexistence in the 
languages of Western culture is a fact. Obviously, this fact can- 
not serve as a final conclusion in a discussion on magic and its 
relationship with religion, but obliviousness to it and even at- 
tempts to circumvent it do not help to clarify the question. From 
a scientific perspective, this obliviousness is potentially disas- 
trous. It drags into the scholarly research one or both of the fol- 
lowing: distinctions originating in intrareligious (Christian or 
Jewish) perceptions concerning the ideal essence of religion, to 
which magic is compared to determine its character and role; 
and/or elitist Enlightenment perceptions concerning ideal sci- 
ence as the sole source of a true description of reality, to which 
magic is compared to determine its character and role. 


These approaches have been challenged in the past and have 


now been almost entirely abandoned. Their shadow, however, 
and with it perhaps the fear of unwittingly holding onto some- 
thing in them, hovers persistently over the skies of research and 
disturbs the scholars’ peace. These scholars, particularly those 
specializing in magic in the Hellenistic world, have not confined 
themselves during the last two decades to an awareness of the 
problems entailed by the use of such terms as magic and religion 
but have attempted to solve the problem by relinquishing the use 
of the term magic altogether. The use of this term, they claim, 
laden with the conceptual baggage it bears in our culture, is a 
methodological mistake that is likely to hamper the discussion 
about the phenomenon we are seeking to denote through it. Yet 
this tendency has in turn created new problems. Relinquishing 
the term magic resulted in a vacuum into which other, no less 
problematic terms have inevitably been drawn. In the final anal- 
ysis, Hellenistic magic cannot be studied without recourse to the 
concept of magic, that is, without some general concept, how- 
ever broad and vague, about the phenomenon to be examined. 
Not by chance, matters of agriculture, sailing, architecture, army, 
administration, economy, theater, philosophy, and many other 
similar areas of Greco-Roman culture are not discussed in stud- 
ies of Hellenistic magic. These studies focus on a specific area 
of this culture, even when its precise parameters are hard to 
trace. 

The choice of texts that scholars rely on in their works attests 
to a preconceived perception of the specific phenomenon in 
which they are interested. If this phenomenon is not called 
magic, then new terms are necessary. In the last decade many re- 


searchers of ancient magic have indeed tended to define their 


field of research in other terms. They have not dealt with magic 
but with artifacts or with specific texts, such as curse tablets 
(defixiones) or adjurations, or with specific rituals, such as "rit- 
uals for gaining power,” or with a phenomenon they have tended 
to refer to by the general term of ritual power. These solutions 
are indeed efficient in that they release us from the yoke of 
“magic,” but only on condition that the researchers clarify pre- 
cisely what it is they intend by each one of these terms. What is 
unique about an adjuration text? What characterizes a curse 
tablet as an artifact and a text? What distinguishes a ritual for 
gaining power from one that is not so designed? What is meant 
by "power"? Finally, should all these terms be understood in the 
context of our own language or in the context of their parallel use 
in the languages of the cultures studied? No discussion has yet 
been devoted to the problems raised by the new terminology.'2 
The perplexity and uncertainty entailed by the use of the term 
magic are well understood. Like many other terms in our lan- 
guage, such as love, happiness, art, ritual, religion, and game, it 
covers a wide range of phenomena and the borders of its ap- 
plicability are blurred. | do not, however, share in the sense of 
distress entailed by its use, even in the research literature. The 
fact that the boundaries of its applicability are vague need not 
deter us or prevent us from discussing the phenomenon we wish 
to denote through it. Nor should it preclude the examination of 
magic's relationships with additional phenomena that we denote 
through such terms as religion, mysticism, or ritual, whose bor- 
ders are no less vague. Versnel's approach on the family resem- 
blance between phenomena called magic conveys this type of 


view. It recognizes the difficulties raised by the use of the term 


magic but does not refrain from doing so. The phenomena that 
we call magic do indeed share a family resemblance. Each one 
resembles each one of the others in some features and differs 
from it in others. There is no one essential feature or any partic- 
ular combination of essentialist features that constitutes magic 
as a phenomenon in the sense of a necessary and sufficient 
condition. What we have is a number of features that, when com- 
bined in one way or another, create one or another expression of 
magic. The identification of these features, in varying doses and 
compositions in certain phenomena, is what leads us to call 
them magic. 

Accepting the family resemblance principle means forgoing 
the objective of a precise dictionary definition of magic and shift- 
ing to a looser perception of it based on a quasi-ostensive defi- 
nition, that is, a descriptive definition pointing to what we wish 
to refer to as magic and a statement that these and other similar 
phenomena are magic. We replace the attempt to delimit phe- 
nomena on the basis of essentialist, defined, and fixed features 
with a continuing learning and refining of the usage of the term 
magic, which is based on pointing and describing as broadly as 
possible the phenomena we wish to denote by this term. The 
boundaries of use for the term magic will remain vague. Some 
phenomena will always have looser links with other magic phe- 
nomena mutually linked together in a tight net of resemblances 
on the one hand and partly tied through resemblance to phe- 
nomena from other realms, such as those called religion, mysti- 
cism, ritual, and so forth, on the other. Phenomena from these 
realms are not defined through any essentialist unifying charac- 


teristic but according to the principle of family resemblance, as 


Alston, for example, applied to religion. 

This is also the best way to explain the relationship between 
magic and religion. Not only are there phenomena linked in a 
network of partial resemblances to other phenomena from both 
the magic and religion categories (thus misleading researchers 
who wish to classify them into one or the other of these cate- 
gories), but also many phenomena that fit paradigmatically into 
the spheres we denote through these terms are in relationships 
of partial resemblance. The move that Alston developed in the 
realm of religion and Versnel in the realm of magic should be 
complemented with the statement that a family resemblance pre- 
vails between religious and magical phenomena. This appears to 
be the most efficient way to describe the complex relationship 
between the phenomena that we naturally denote through these 
terms. It is better than perceiving them as phenomena separated 
in essentialist ways (an approach that scholars have abandoned 
almost entirely) or perceiving them as a continuum, as proposed 
in anthropological research and also in the study of Jewish magic 
by Peter Schafer.!3 A continuum implies a transition between two 
poles that ultimately must be defined as found in an essentialist 
opposition. Family resemblance, by contrast, does not define 
essentialist poles of magic or religion. Instead, it states that a 
partial resemblance prevails between all the components of the 
set of phenomena we call magic and religion. Each one resem- 
bles others in certain features and differs from them in other fea- 
tures. The density of the web of partial resemblances between 
them is what determines the realms that are more or less distinc- 
tively magical or more or less distinctively religious. Nothing, 


however, precludes resemblance ties between phenomena from 


the dense areas of magic and religion. The network of partial 
resemblances creates a web of varying density, within which reli- 


gious and magical phenomena are linked together. 


FROM MAGIC TO JEWISH MAGIC 
My concem has thus far focused on the fundamental question of 
the relationship between magic and religion. | have tried to show 
that the family resemblance principle can function as an efficient 
means for describing the boundaries of phenomena described 
by us as magical or religious and even to describe the connec- 
tion between them, despite the lack and even the impossibility of 
essentialist definitions of either magic or religion. Nevertheless, 
note that the use of the family resemblance principle is justified 
only insofar as we, as speakers, have some notion, however gen- 
eral, of what we mean by magic or religion—in Wittgenstein's 
formulation, when we know how to use these terms. This is the 
starting point in the dialectic move | wish to propose now. 

Shaul Shaked opens one of his articles on incantation bowls 


with the following remark: 


Anyone working within the field of magic in Judaism in Late 
Antiquity and the early Middle Ages knows the difficulties 
besetting any attempt to define it. Despite these difficulties . 

there are not many cases of hesitation when one tries to iden- 


tify magic texts in practice.14 


This statement accurately describes the situation in which we 
know what we mean by the terms magic or magic text even 
though we cannot define them precisely, The general, hazy con- 
cept of magic that prevails in contemporary Western culture, in- 
cluding the academic community, still enables broad, profound, 
and continuous discussion on the subject. As a starting point, 
then, this is not at all bad. But if we wish to advance beyond it, 


we must search for tools that will allow us a more precise and 


refined use of its referent. The way to do this is not to search for 
more precise dictionary definitions but rather for the opposite: a 
description as wide-ranging and detailed as possible of the phe- 
nomena that constitute the field in question. Subsequently, a 
quasi-ostensive definition will enable us to state that these and 
similar phenomena are magic. That is the ultimate goal we 
should aim for. 

Attempting a detailed phenomenological description of magic 
as a universal phenomenon would be unwise. An ostensive defi- 
nition of magic will be effective only within a limited and well- 
defined cultural context. My focus is indeed on such a cultural- 
geographic-historical context: Jewish culture in Babylonia and the 
eastern Mediterranean in late antiquity and the early Islamic pe- 
riod. The starting point for the methodological move | propose is 
therefore a natural, ordinary, and more or less agreed-on use of 
the general and hazy term magic regarding this culture, this time, 
and this area. In the first stage | identify through this use Jewish 
“magical” texts from the relevant period. In the second stage | 
examine these texts and point out that adjuration is the central 
rhetorical motif in them. In the third stage | characterize the tex- 
tual foundations of the adjuration and define a Jewish adjuration 
text. In the fourth stage | determine the wider cycles of Jewish 
magical texts based on the definition of a Jewish adjuration text. 
Last, | suggest describing ancient Jewish magic by relying on the 
entire corpus of magical texts created by Jews in this area at this 
time. 

Although the move proposed here may appear circular, this is 
not the сазе.!5 This is a dialectic move that begins and ends with 


magic as a cultural phenomenon, but in contexts entirely 


different from one another. At the beginning of this move, magic, 
as perceived in our culture, serves as a general delineation of the 
discussion. At its end, magic is described in detail in the context 
of a defined culture, time, and place that are different from ours. 
The dialectic is also evident in the attitude toward the texts. We 
progress from the general notion of magic to Jewish magical 
texts, then proceed to a Jewish adjuration text, then to Jewish 
magical texts, and finally to Jewish magic. This move allows us to 
(1) justify the choice of the texts used as a basis for the phe- 
nomenological study of magic in the specific cultural context, (2) 
expand the textual platform based on the family resemblance 
principle, and (3) offer a broad phenomenological description of 
ancient Jewish magic based on Jewish magical texts (in both a 
narrow and broad sense). 

Almost all our knowledge about Jewish magical activity in 
antiquity and the early Islamic period stems from surviving texts. 
Material findings attest to the use of precious stones and magic 
jewelry as well as metal and clay amulets in Palestine mainly be- 
tween the fifth and seventh centuries and of clay magic bowls in 
Babylonia at more or less the same time. Archaeological findings 
indicate that the Palestinian use of amulets was occasionally 
connected to the synagogue and that Babylonian Jews used 
bowls mainly in their homes. A love amulet that was written on 
soft clay and thrown into the fire attests to the ritual burning of 
amulets to achieve a sympathetic effect: kindling the beloved's 
heart with the fire of love. Findings in the Cairo Genizah show 
that Fostat Jews used cloth, parchment, and paper amulets in the 
first centuries of the second millennium. The rest of the avail- 


able information about ancient Jewish magic—its objectives, the 


actions adopted to attain them, and the belief system in whose 
context these actions were meaningful to their users—comes 
from the contents of texts we define as magical. 

The study of ancient Jewish magic, then, is above all textual.17 
For a suitable description of it, we must point to the texts we 
wish to call magical and, through them, describe the cultural 
phenomenon they express. The initial selection of Jewish magical 
texts, as | tried to clarify, must be based on the prevalent usage 
of the general and vague term magic in our culture. As Shaked 
notes, the choice may be hard to justify but is easy to make. 
Knowing the conditions for the use of the word magic on the one 
hand and the difficulty of defining them precisely on the other 
are the reasons for this situation. At this stage, then, we will not 
define those texts but will only select them and examine them. 

An examination of Jewish magical texts from Babylonia and 
from Palestine and its environs dating back to antiquity and the 
early Islamic period reveals that their fixed and most prominent 
thetorical characteristic is the appeal to some supernatural 
power (or powers) in order to enlist it for the benefit of a certain 
person (or group). This address is usually referred to as an adju- 
ration or incantation.!8 Adjurations are the focus of magic texts 
and, as far as can be judged by them, they are also the heart of 
the magic acts described in them or performed by means of 
them. | therefore hold that a Jewish magical text, in the most lim- 
ited and distinct sense of the term, is an adjuration text. Hence, 
if we wish to create a solid basis for selecting Jewish magical 
texts in a broader sense of the term, we must define an adju- 
ration text in the clearest possible terms. 


| should stress that, at this stage, venturing beyond the textual 


framework of the discussion and characterizing an adjuration 
text based on the phenomenon it expresses is pointless. Such an 
attempt requires a definition of adjuration as a phenomenon, and 
in a textual study this means interpreting the text for the purpose 
of its phenomenological description. Although such an interpre- 
tation is the goal of the methodological move proposed here, at 
the present stage the focus should be only on the text per se and 
on its definition as an adjuration based on its rhetorical features. 
| suggest eight such features as the basis for determining 
whether (or better, to what extent) any given Jewish text from the 
time and area under discussion is an adjuration. These are the 
prevalent rhetorical characteristics of adjurations in texts iden- 
tified as magical in the scholarly literature according to the cur- 
rent use of the term magic. My suggestion at this stage, then, is 
to rest the vague and hard-to-define concept used for choosing 
magic texts on rhetorical elements in these texts, whose pres- 
ence leads us to categorize them as magic. | do not claim that all 
those features must be present in a text for it to be considered an 
adjuration. Indeed, the cases that do contain all of them are rare. 
Yet | hold that the greater the number of such features in a Jewish 
text, the more distinctly will we be able to consider it an adjuration. 

The following eight features are the rhetorical features on 
whose basis we can identify a Jewish adjuration text: 


1. The self-definition of the text or of the artifact on which it is 
written as an adjuration (hashba‘ah), writ (ketav), seal 
(hotam), amulet (game'a), ban (shamta), incantation 
(lahash), or countermagic (qibla). 

2.An appeal to supernatural powers, usually angels 


(mal'akhim), princes (sarim), names (shemot), letters 


(otiyot), or demons (shedim), to operate according to the 
supplicant's will. 

3.An address to these powers in the first-person singular. 

4.Using verbs derived from the roots sb‘, zqq, gzr, or дут, ог 
using expressions of restriction and expulsion generally de- 
rived from the roots ‘sr, kb, qm‘, htm, gdr, g'r, or bil, in the 
formulation of the appeal to supernatural powers. 

5.Use of the language “in the name of" (be-shem) followed by 
the names of God, names of angels, or other holy names 
made up of combinations of letters, divine attributes, or 
biblical verses that describe God's actions (and that gener- 
ally attest to his power). 

6.Use of hastening and threatening formulations toward the 
supernatural powers. 

7-Absence of formulations of request, as in formulations de- 
rived from the roots bq, jinn, and pll, or the words mean- 
ing "please" (‘ana’, na’) from the address to these powers. 

8.Indicating the name of the party interested in this appeal as 
well as that of his or her mother or, in the instructional liter- 
ature, with the label NN (so-and-so, the son/daughter of so- 
and-so; pbp, peloni ben/bat pelonit). 


Not all these features are equal in value, and some are more 
significant than others for determining whether a given text is an 
adjuration. Nevertheless, measuring their relative value is not 
only impossible but also, according to the method of cumulative 
definition proposed here, not required. | am not seeking to set 
some minimal threshold to distinguish between what is an adju- 
ration and what is not. On the contrary, | am interested in point- 


ing to a dynamic situation in which the accumulation of the 


listed rhetorical features is what creates the extent to which a 
specific text is an adjuration. The greater the number of these 
textual features in a text, the more clearly and distinctively we can 
say that it tends to be an adjuration. 

Having determined that adjurations are at the focus of Jewish 
magic texts and having set a foundation for a textual definition of 
adjuration, we can now proceed to the next stage and redefine 
Jewish magical text. | propose setting three concentric circles of 
such texts, all based on the definition of adjuration text. A mag- 
ical text is, in the most distinct and limited sense of the term, an 
adjuration text. This is the innermost circle. Such texts are found 
in amulets, magic bowls, the Hekhalot literature, and, occa- 
sionally, rabbinic literature. In a broader sense, a magical text is 
one that includes adjurations. This circle, which is broader than 
the first, includes mainly magic guidebooks but also sections of 
Hekhalot literature and Midrash. In the widest sense, a magical 
text is one that expresses a worldview and practices typical of 
magical texts in the more narrow senses or one that includes lit- 
erary components that characterize these texts. This is a first 
breakthrough (which is always dangerous) beyond the strict lin- 
guistic aspect and entering comparative dimensions. Deter- 
mining the magic dimension of texts of this kind rests on famil- 
iarity with the more classic magic texts. Indeed, this circle in- 
cludes many texts that are not part of magic literature, such as 
rabbinic traditions about the powers of rabbis, their struggles 
with heretical sorcerers and witches, demonological beliefs and 
related acts, and even parts of the liturgy, such as the bedtime 
recitation of the Shema prayer, which are of magic character. All 


these texts can be used in the phenomenological description of 


ancient Jewish magic. 

Relying on this definition of Jewish magic texts as resting on 
their definition as adjuration texts, we can now expand and state 
that the more textual features of adjuration a Jewish text con- 
tains, the more this will attest to its greater tendency toward 
magic. This statement enables us to capture, even if not exactly 
(which, in any event, is not required in my method), the extent of 
magic in texts, regardless of whether or not they are included in 
the Jewish textual canon, literary or liturgical. It enables us, on 
the one hand, to identify and point to magic features in the entire 
written corpus of the Jewish culture discussed in this study and, 
on the other, to choose the texts on which we can rely for a com- 
prehensive description of the cultural phenomenon called an- 
cient Jewish magic. 

The notion of magic that | propose opens with the identi- 
fication of Jewish texts as magic according to the perception of 
magic in our culture, detects adjuration as the focus of these 
texts, characterizes it as a text, and defines through it the range 
of Jewish magical texts. These texts can be the basis for a de- 
scription of the beliefs, actions, objectives, and cultural contexts 
that characterized ancient Jewish magic. This course of definition 
in general and the definition of adjuration in particular is not a 
simple one, because it does not provide a clear-cut answer to 
such questions as, Is this magic? Is this not magic? But such an 
answer is also hard to provide to such questions as, Is this love? 
Is this art? Is this illness? Ultimately, the meaning of these words 
derives from their use, which, in turn, is tied to the conceptual 
baggage they bear in the discourse that they serve. Avoiding or 


ignoring the use of terms such as magic, kishuf, magie, or 


Zaubenvesen in our culture in a discussion about Jewish magic in 
antiquity is therefore impossible. On the other hand, projecting 
their conceptual baggage onto the Jews of antiquity is not proper 
either. The dialectic move | propose seeks to tie these ends to- 
gether by exposing the rhetorical foundations of the texts we per- 
ceive as magic and by setting up a broad textual platform that 
rests on these foundations in order to describe the phenomenon 
at stake. When we arrive at such a description, we will be able to 
point to it and determine, This is Jewish magic in late antiquity 


and the early Islamic period. 


1. For an early version of this chapter, see Harari (2005d). 

2. By “ostensive definition” | mean a definition that explains 
the meaning of a term by pointing to something, accompanied 
by a statement such as “this.” When trying to define red, for 
example, we can (and this is indeed the most successful defi- 
nition in this case) point to a variety of red objects and say, 
"this," This mode of definition is obviously not free of problems. 

For instance, how will the listener know exactly what we mean by 
the word “this” out of all the features of a given artifact? And if 
we try to reduce ambiguity by saying “this color,” we now have to 
define “color” and we are back where we started. These and other 
questions have been discussed in contemporary linguistic 
philosophy, and 1 do not elaborate on them here. When | use the 
term quasi-ostensive definition, | am trying to convey ту reser- 
vations about the use of the term ostensive definition in the 
present context because the pointing at the conclusion of the 
process is not at an artifact but at a cultural phenomenon that is 


described textually. 
3. Graf (1997, 18). 


4. Henk Versnel offered a similar argument in the past. See 
Versnel (1991b, esp. 181, 185). 

5. Wittgenstein (1953, secs. 65-88). These and the following 
sections of Wittgenstein's philosophy of language have been dis- 
cussed at length. See, for instance, Baker and Hacker (1983, 185- 
227), Hallett (1977, 14-157), and Rundel (1990, 40-63). | do not 
mean to expand on this issue beyond Wittgenstein’s presen- 
tation of the family resemblance principle. 

6. Wittgenstein (1953, secs. 66 and 67; emphasis in original). 

7. Versnel (19915). 

8. Alston (1967). Alston’s definition of religion is based on the 
principle of family resemblance between phenomena called reli- 
gion. 

9. Versnel (1991b, 186). 

20. Versnel (1991b, 187). 

11. See, for instance, Davila (2001), Gager (1992), Lesses 
(1998), and Meyer and Smith (1994) as well as many of the chap- 
ters in the volume edited by in Meyer and Mirecki (1995). 

32. For the beginning of this discussion, see J. Z. Smith 
(1995). 

13. See Schafer (1997). 

34. Shaked (1995, 197). 

15. See Liebes (2004, 4). 

16. On the magic finding, see chapter 5. 

17. Cf. Schiffman and Swartz (1992, esp. 32-62). 

38. | do not consider the distinction between adjuration and 
prayer at this stage. The examination of adjurations in magic 
texts enables us to make such a distinction, even if not unequiv- 


ocally, by relying on the adjurations' rhetorical characteristics. 


4 
How to Do Things with Words 


SPEECH ACTS AND INCANTATIONS 


In chapter 3 | offered my view concerning the central role of the 
adjuration (or the incantation) in Jewish magical texts and of the 
adjuration act in the Jewish culture of magic reflected in them. 
This proposal concludes the discussion on the definition of 
magic developed at length in chapters 1 and 2. The discussion in 
this chapter also touches on the essence of ancient Jewish magic 
but from a different perspective: a systematic consideration of 
the performative nature of the adjuration act. For the discussion 
of this question | rely on John Austin's speech act theory and 
consider to what extent its adoption has been useful in the 
understanding of the magic language in use among Jews in late 
antiquity and the early Islamic period." 

In the early 1960s a slim volume appeared titled How to Do 
Things with Words.2 In this work Austin exposes and analyzes a 
special aspect of the use of language. The philosophy of lan- 
guage, a field that had significantly expanded since the end of the 
nineteenth century, focused mainly on the structure of utter- 
ances, the logical relationships between them, and the associ- 
ation between language and the world. Austin, by contrast, ad- 
dresses in his book the performative aspect of language, that is, 
the power of human linguistic utterances to act in the world and 
change it. In his view, certain utterances, when stated properly in 
a given and compelling set of circumstances, change the state of 


affairs in the world. Austin points to three performative aspects 


of the speech act—locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocu- 
tionary—and clarifies and illustrates their character. In the dis- 
cussion that follows I focus on illocutionary utterances. Accord- 
ing to Austin, the execution of such an utterance (in the condi- 
tions mentioned) is an act that creates change in the world. The 
Jewish magic worldview rests on a similar foundation: Certain 
linguistic utterances performed in the context of a compelling rit- 
ual have a performative power that acts on reality and changes it. 
This approach is not specific to Judaism. Other studies show 
that an approach assuming the active power of words prevails in 
many cultures. 

The possibility of acting through speech is thus at the basis of 
two worldviews that are entirely different from one another: one 
magical and one philosophical. Is it possible to discern an 
essential link between them? Or is this perhaps an illusion, a 
superficial misrepresentation that leads us to draw a connection 
between a modern language theory and magical ideas? This 
issue is at the focus of the discussion in this chapter. In the first 
part | deal with the main characteristics of the speech act theory 
as formulated by Austin. In the second part | describe several 
prominent attempts to apply this theory to the study of ritual and 
magic language in general and of Jewish magic language in par- 
ticular. In the last part | try to clarify the relationship between 
speech act theory and the perception of magical Jewish language. 
| point out the difficulties that follow from the simplistic use of 
Austin’s theory in the study of Jewish magic and set forth the rea- 
sons that justify caution in the application of the philosophical 


model to the study of magic culture. 


SPEECH ACT THEORY 

Speech act theory was first presented systematically in the 
William James Lectures delivered by Austin at Harvard University 
in 1955 and published several years later as a posthumous book. 
The starting point for Austin's philosophical reflections is the 
inadequacy of the rules through which philosophers of language 
had attempted to define a statement. Austin rejects the view that, 
unlike other utterances, a statement describes a fact and can 
therefore be verified, at least theoretically, and must be either 
true of false. He also claims that the grammatical structure of a 
statement is a sufficient criterion for defining it as such. Further- 
more, he notes that not all true or false statements are indeed de- 
scriptive and that it is therefore more accurate to call them con- 
stative: “Many traditional philosophical perplexities have arisen 
through a mistake—the mistake of taking as straightforward 
statements of fact utterances which are either (in interesting non- 
grammatical ways) nonsensical or else intended as something 
quite different."4 Speech act theory deals with one kind of such 
utterances: performative utterances. 

A performative statement is one through which the speaker 
does something by the very act of uttering it (obviously beyond 
the act of speaking). Mostly, and in its most distinct form, this 
utterance resembles the constative statement. It should not, 
however, be confused with a description of a situation, an action, 
or an intention of action. Through its utterance, the statement is 
itself the performance of an act that changes the state of affairs 
in the world. Austin illustrates his intention in a series of 


examples. 


“| do (sc., take this woman to be my lawful wedded wife)"—as 


uttered in the course of the marriage ceremony. 


“| name this ship the Queen Elizabeth"—as uttered when 


smashing the bottle against the stem. 
“| give and bequeath my watch to my brother.” 
“| bet you sixpence it will rain tomorrow.” 


These statements do not describe the speaker's situation or 
intention. They act. Through their very utterance, the speaker per- 
forms an act. 

The reader has probably discerned that the circumstances of 
the act’s performance appear next to some of the examples, and 
not by chance. Uttering the words is indeed the decisive step in 
the actualization of the speech act, but the statement assumes 
its performative character only in the defined circumstances that 
society determines for this purpose. These circumstances touch 
on two aspects of the performative statement: (1) the speaker, 
who should be defined as a person appropriate for acting 
through words (e.g., that he or she be at least a certain age, of 
sane mind, own the bequeathed property [in case of a legacy], or 
be male [in case of a Jewish Orthodox wedding]); and (2) the par- 
ticular context of the utterance, which is defined in terms of time, 
place, ritual, or social activities during which the speech act is to 
be performed, and at times even the physical activity of the 
speaker, which accompanies the utterance as a necessary condi- 
tion for turning it into action. Beyond these two aspects, a basic 
condition is required from the speaker: a serious intention to 
perform the act through speech, which should be received with 


the same measure of seriousness by the listeners.2 This web of 


external and internal circumstances is what grants the words 
their performative character, turning them from mere speech into 
action. Any deviation from the accepted and known process in 
whose course the words are to be uttered or from the prescribed 
formulation or performance of the speech by an unsuitable sub- 
ject or by someone with no serious intention to act through the 
words makes the utterance “infelicitous,” as Austin says, and de- 
nies it any performative validity. 

The central principles of speech act theory, as presented here 
succinctly, are suggested in the first two lectures in Austin’s 
book. The subsequent lectures are devoted to discussions of var- 
ious aspects of the theory, the related philosophical difficulties, 
and their possible solutions. Particularly important for my cur- 
rent pursuit are Lectures 8 and 9, in which Austin defines the 
three types of action discernible in a performative speech act: 
locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary. In the present con- 
text the distinction between them can be summed up as follows: 
A locutionary act is the act of speaking. An illocutionary act is the 
act that the speaker performs through his utterance. For in- 
stance, when saying, “I promise" (in specific circumstances and 
with serious intention and so forth), he or she promises, and 


when saying, "| bequeath" (in the same terms), he or she be- 


queaths. Uttering the words is the locutionary act, whereas the 
promise (or the bequeathing) is the illocutionary act. A perlocu- 
tionary act is the influence, if any, that the speaker achieves 
through his or her words.? When a boy says to his friend, "You 
should come on this trip. All the guys are coming, it's a great 
place, and it will be fabulous” and he succeeds in persuading the 


friend, then the speaker, besides making a locutionary act, has 


also performed a perlocutionary act of persuasion. A similar act 
is performed by a commander who tells her soldiers, “Thirty sec- 
onds and you're there,” and they obey her. 

Austin recurrently emphasizes the importance of the distinc- 
tion between an illocutionary act that the speaker performs 
through his or her words, which is the classic expression of per- 
formative statements and thus concerns him most in his lecture, 
and the perlocutionary act that results in influence on another 
person. He also draws a distinction between the two of them and 
the locutionary act that is the actual act of speaking. Beyond 
these distinctions, which are significant in the context of apply- 
ing speech act theory to the study of religion and ritual, Austin’s 
claims about performative statements can basically be summed 
up as follows: There are statements that, when suitably uttered in 
the appropriate circumstances by the appropriate person and 
with serious intention, act and create by their very utterance a 
new state of affairs in the world. 


SPEECH ACT THEORY AND MAGIC SPEECH 

Students of magic, whether as an active pursuit or based on tex- 
tual evidence, will easily discern that Austin’s description of per- 
formative speech is remarkably similar to magic linguistic activ- 
ity. Magic speech, regardless of whether or not its contents are 
understood, functions primarily as the execution of an intention 
to act and is supposed to perform, through its very utterance, a 
certain requested change in the world. Magic words, like the per- 
formative statement, acquire their performative quality by virtue 
of the special circumstances in which they are uttered, and these 
circumstances are surprisingly similar to those that Austin de- 
scribed. The speaker must be the person deemed appropriate to 
perform this act. The time, the place, and the social and ritual 
matrix that accompany and frame the utterance are exactly de- 
scribed and should be performed as prescribed. The incantation 
should be uttered precisely, according to a set and defined for- 
mula. This similarity turns the possibility of relying on Austin’s 
theory for a better understanding of magic activity into a tempt- 
ing option that scholars have indeed made use of. 

At the end of the 1960s and during the 1970s, several re- 
searchers examined the implications of speech act theory for an- 
thropology. Magic was not always the focus but was discussed, 
at times directly and at times indirectly. This method has recently 
been applied to textual studies of Jewish mysticism. Its use in the 
scholarship is presented in the discussion that follows. 

Ruth Finnegan was the first to apply Austin’s theory to an- 
thropological research. Her work does not necessarily focus on 
the ritual realm but on utterances such as “I agree,” “I declare,” 


and “1 insist,” which function as performative statements in the 


language of the Limba tribe in Sierra Leone.1® Finnegan thus 
points to the existence of linguistic activity of this type in tribal 
societies and dismisses Austin’s approach that the emergence of 
the speech act is a later stage in the development of language. 
Although aware that, through the words “primitive or primary 
forms of utterance,” Austin could have been referring to a hypo- 
thetical stage in the history of language development, Finnegan 
clarifies, “But if Austin is using ‘primitive language’ in the more 
popular (and misleading) sense which would cover present-day 
African languages, then his point does not hold of Limba at 
least.”12 Furthermore, the analysis of Limba language shows that 
Austin’s speech act theory is a significant and fruitful tool in the 
exploration of the status of language and the attitude toward it in 
tribal societies. At the end, Finnegan hints at the great potential 
advantages of applying Austin's theory to the realm of religion. 
She shows how religious language is related to social perfor- 
mative utterances among the Limba and suggests seeing reli- 
gious utterances not only as expressive or symbolic, as had been 
the case in the past, but often as performative speech. This pro- 
posal was implemented by Benjamin Ray, but consideration of 
his work should be preceded by Stanley Tambiah's view on this 

theme. 

Tambiah applied speech act theory to an analysis of the struc- 
ture and meaning of magic activity. He begins with Edward 
Evans-Pritchard's study of medical magic among the Zande, par- 
ticularly the systematic mistake that he identifies in Evans- 
Pritchard's attitude toward these findings: "Evans-Pritchard had 
clear clues that much of Zande magic was based on analogical 


thought and action, but rather than investigate its semantics 


deeply, he, being at this stage of his thought unable to liberate 
himself from the influence of the observer's distinction between 
things empirical and things mystical ... simply subjected Zande 
magic and leechcraft to the Westerner's criteria of induction and 
verification." Tambiah uses this study to illustrate what he 
views as the flaw that characterizes the study of magic in general 
and that results in it being studied (and at times judged) by the 
criteria and concepts of scientific causality. In his work, he re- 
futes the possibility of understanding magic through these cri- 
teria and offers an alternative based on speech act theory. 

After emphasizing that analogies are a prominent charac- 
teristic of magic thought and activity among the Zande, Tambiah 
examines the relationship between this type of analogy and 
scientific analogy. His analysis leads him to conclude that they 
are entirely different from one another and that scientific analogy 
is predictive, whereas magic analogy is persuasive. This essential 
difference between magic thought and action and scientific 
thought and action is what makes it futile to analyze the mech- 
anism of causality in magic in scientific terms of empirical verifi- 
cation, that is, by considering its validity in terms of truth and fal- 
sity. Such an analysis, seeking to consider magic in the terms of 
another realm, cannot serve the attempt to understand it. Other 
tools are necessary for this purpose, and Tambiah indeed de- 
votes part of his discussion to their clarification. He describes 
magic positively using speech act theory. His starting point is 
the Austin-like distinction between locutionary, illocutionary, and 


perlocutionary acts. 


Now adapting these ideas for our purposes, we can say that 


ritual acts and magical rites are of the "illocutionary or 


“performative” sort, which simply by virtue of being enacted 
(under the appropriate conditions) achieve a change of state, 
or do something effective... The vast majority of ritual and 
magical acts combine word and deed. Hence it is appropriate 
to say that they use words in a performative or illocutionary 
manner, just as the action (the manipulation of objects and 


persons) is correspondingly performative. 14 


Tambiah then expands this idea and applies it to magic ritual as 
a whole, relying on Austin's distinction between the pairs of cate- 
gories true/false and felicitous/infelicitous!* appropriate to the 
locutionary and illocutionary aspects of the speech act, respec- 
tively: “Now it is inappropriate to subject these performative rites 
to verification, to test whether they are true or false in a refer- 
ential or assertive sense or whether the act has effected a result 
in terms of the logic of ‘causation’ as this is understood in 
science."5 This approach is, in fact, a first instance of using 
speech act theory to clarify and describe the essence of magic 
language. Tambiah's analysis, by which this language is an il- 
locutionary kind of performative action, successfully serves the 
general conception proposed in his article, which distinguishes 
magic from science and denies the methodological legitimacy of 
examining magic causality through scientific criteria. 

Tambiah formulates his notion about magical language as an 
illocutionary act of speech quite succinctly and without really 
entering into a discussion about the general relationship be- 
tween philosophical theory and magical linguistic action. Ray's 
article on performative speech in African Dinka and Dogon rit- 
uals, the most profound attempt to apply Austin’s theory in the 


realm of cultural anthropology, fills some of the gaps. Ray 


various aspects of Navajo prayer and determines that it “bears an 
illocutionary force of an ‘exercitive type’ in Austin's catego- 
rization,” because it creates a commitment to respond on the 
part of the Holy Person to whom the prayer is addressed.25 He 
then broadens the scope and determines that prayer as a whole, 
including all its gestures and utterances, functions in a perlocu- 
tionary mode: Through the repetition of a number of actions and 
utterances, the one praying is healed.25 Gill thus seeks to show 
that all three aspects of the speech act—locutionary, illocu- 
tionary, and perlocutionary—characterize the performative as- 
pect of Navajo prayer. In his judgment, the insight about prayer 
as a performative act is not only the result of contemplation from 
the outside but also a foundation of Navajo religious thought. 

Austin's theory was also used to discuss the language of 
prayer in the study of Kabbalah. Abraham Elkayam presents the 
theurgic-magic discourse in the medieval kabbalistic treatise 
Ma‘arekhet ha-'Elohut as a speech act à la John Searle and John 
Austin. This interpretation of the symbolic system of the treatise 
supplements its analysis according to referential approaches.27 
Underlying Elkayam's view is the following claim: 


Their [i.e., the kabbalists of various Spanish schools] theurgic- 
magic approach to theological language can be directly as- 
cribed, inter alia, to their interest in the behavioral- 
performative aspect of language... In other words, the core of 
theurgic-symbolic language is not the fact that it includes 
declarative sentences but rather that it includes performative 
sentences, whose utterance is the performance of an action 


upon the “supernal world.”28 


Elkayam demonstrates how all aspects of the speech act can 
be applied to the analysis of prayer in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut.29 
He states that, according to this treatise, there are prayers in 
which the act of speech itself (i.e., the locutionary act) affects the 
supernal powers without the addition of the illocutionary act. In 
this sense, "According to Ma‘arekhet ha-'Elohut, there is no dif- 
ference whatsoever between the very act of uttering the prayer 
and ordinary operational magic."?? Elkayam equates the illocu- 
tionary addition to the utterance with the special (mystic) inten- 
tion that accompanies prayer. Through intention the worshiper 
turns his prayer from ordinary liturgical language into a symbolic 
text of holy names and invests it with theurgic-magic quality. 
Elkayam further locates the perlocutionary act in the influences 
of this symbolic prayer on the heavenly realm: increasing the 
flow of the emanation between the sefirot, bringing them together 
into a dynamic unity, and even affecting the mundane world ac- 
cording to the mystic's will. In sum, the characteristics of the 
symbolic discourse in Ma'arekhet ha-'Elohut—memory, inten- 
tion, and emanation—enable the identification of this discourse 
as a performative speech act in terms of speech act theory. 

The latest attempt to apply speech act theory to the study of 
Jewish ritual language is that of Rebecca Macy Lesses in her re- 
search on adjurations in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature?! The 
uniqueness of this work is that Lesses does not rely solely on 
Austin but also, and mainly, on later views regarding the perfor- 
mative meaning of rituals and their language. Lesses's main con- 
tribution to the discussion is the use of the concept of 
cosmology, which Tambiah used in the study of ritual. According 


to Tambiah, every ritual is performed and acquires its meaning 


PERFORMATIVE UTTERANCES AND ACTS OF ADJURATION: 
EARLY JEWISH MAGIC AS A TEST CASE 
Ancient Jewish magic culture is recorded in hundreds of magical 
artifacts and texts from the end of antiquity and the early Islamic 
period. Performative artifacts, such as amulets and incantation 
bowls, join a literature of magic prescriptions and treatises and 
together provide a broad picture of the beliefs, acts, and aims of 
magic's agents and consumers. As | will show in chapter 5, each 
component of the magic inventory is uniquely important. The 
performative artifacts attest to the actual execution of spells for 
the benefit of specific clients and for a specific purpose. The 
recipes provide evidence of the inclusive ritual that constitutes 
the act of magic, whereas the treatises add the conceptual frame- 
work within which these actions and the beliefs related to them 
had inner logic and meaning. The following are four examples of 
magic acts taken from four different sources: Sefer ha-Razim, 
Наа de-Moshe, Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva, and a book of 
recipes from the Cairo Genizah. Each example represents one of 
the four central areas in Jewish magic culture: harming, healing, 
love, and knowledge.26 

The “first firmament” of Sefer ha-Razim offers a long list of 
harmful acts that can be performed with the help of the angels 
dwelling in this firmament. Action and speech join here in the 


execution of the longed-for aim. 


These are the names of the angels of the second encampment 
who serve TYGRH: 'KSTR, MRSWM.... These are the angels 
who are full of anger and wrath and who are in charge of every 
matter of combat and war and are prepared to torment and 


torture a man to death. And there is no mercy in them but 


(they wish) only to take revenge and to punish him who is 
delivered into their hands. And if you wish to send them 
against your enemy ... take yourself water from seven springs 
on the seventh day of the month, in the seventh hour of the 
day, in seven pottery vessels that have not seen daylight, and 
do not mix them together one with another. And place them 
under the stars for seven nights; and on the seventh night 
take a glass vial for the name of your adversary and pour the 
water (from the vessels) into it, then break the pottery vessels 
and throw (the pieces) to the four winds [directions], and say 
thus toward (the) four winds: “HHGRYT who dwells in the 
east, SRWKYT who dwells in the north, "WLPH who dwells in 
the west, KRDY who dwells in the south, please accept from 
me at this time in which | throw to you for the name of N son 
of N to break his bones to crush all his limbs, and to shatter 
the vigor of his strength, as these pottery vessels are broken. 
And may there be no recovery for him?* as there is no repair 
for these pottery vessels." Then take the vial of water and re- 
cite over it the names of these angels and the name of the 
overseer, who is TYGRH and say thus: "I deliver to you, an- 
gels of anger and wrath, N son of N, that you will strangle him 
and destroy him and his appearance, and make him bedrid- 
den, and diminish his wealth, and annul the intentions of his 
heart, and blow away his thought and his knowledge so that 
he will waste away continually until he approaches death." 
And if you wish to exile him (conclude and) say thus: ... ; and 
if he is one to whom you are in debt (conclude and) say thus: 
.. ; and if (the rite is) for a ship (conclude and) say thus: ... ; 


and if (you wish) to fell a fortified wall (conclude and) say 


thus: ... ; and (do) the same for each and every matter. And 


act in a state of purity and then you will succeed.22 


The omitted passages refer to further harmful acts that the 
book’s user can perform through these angels and the special 
incantations corresponding to each one of them. 

A characteristic healing incantation, which connects healing 
to the eradication of demons and evil spirits from the body ap- 
pears in Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva. This work, a successful testi- 
mony of the mutual relationships between magic and liturgy in 
Judaism,42 weaves incantations and holy names into the Hav- 
dalah prayer, which marks the end of the Sabbath, and thus turns 
the event of Havdalah into a ritual of protection from demons 
and maleficent sorcery. At its opening, the treatise sets the guide- 
lines for a purification ritual required from its performer. It then 
presents the usual version of the Havdalah prayer, incorporating 
verses from Psalm 91 and combinations of holy names.*? At the 
end of this compounded version, the performer of the Havdalah 


should utter the following adjuration: 


1 adjure, and | bind a binding, and | limit a limitation, and | 
vow a vow on (every) spirit, and demon, and shadow spirits, 
and sorceries, and (magical) bindings, and acts of magic and 
evil deeds, and every evil eye, and all evil women, and every 
evil word, and every evil creature in the world—may you be ex- 
pelled and annulled from all two-hundred and forty-eight 
limbs of N son of N from this day onward, in the name of 
"DYRYRWN Lord of the hosts, Holy Holy Holy Amen Amen 


Amen Selah.43 


More protective adjurations appear later in the work. Together 
with instructions for ritual actions, they establish the ritual move 
required for the successful performance of the Havdalah. 

Recipes for love charms appear in several places in magic 
literature. The following example is taken from a series of 


recipes in Harba de-Moshe: 


If you wish a woman to follow you, take some of your blood 
and write [with it] your name and her name on her gate, and 
write her name and your name on your gate and say in front of 
her gate from "LYHWS up to GSKY'45 


Charms for knowledge often make use of supernatural agents, 
including angels and the dead, to obtain information unattain- 
able through ordinary channels. At times, as in the following 
event, the angels are invited into a person's dream to disclose 
the answer to a question. 


Another one [meaning another spell for a dream іпдиігу],46 
which is good and fair and tested and true. Fast for three days 
and on the third night go to sleep without eating, dress in 
pure clothes, keep away from the house where a woman is 
found, and say seven times "God is my shepherd | shall not 
want," the entire psalm [Psalm 23], and say, “I adjure you to 
show me what | seek and answer my question and my re- 
quest." And go to sleep and you will see the wonder—they will 


come, fulfill your wish, and (answer) your question. s? 


These four examples present a ritual-performative practice 
that is based on faith in the power of words to change reality in 


the world by their very utterance. They thereby faithfully reflect 


the Weltanschauung of ancient Jewish magic in its entirety.42 This 
faith in the power of words is not surprising, given the status of 
language in Jewish thought and in Jewish religion in particular. 
Prayer, which since the destruction of the Temple had become 
almost the sole way of contacting God, the liturgical poetry 
(piyyut) that accompanied it, the mysticism of the Merkavah and 
Hekhalot circles where holy names were a major focus of interest 
and study, the Midrash and commentaries—all attest to the 
enormous importance that Jewish culture ascribed to the holy 
tongue. It is thus not surprising that language merits this highly 
significant standing in magic thought as well, to the point that all 
that is at times required for the performance of magic is to pro- 
nounce a verbal formula.*? In almost all the rituals described in 
ancient Jewish magic, the incantation is the core of the ritual and 
all the other components are organized around it. Stored in this 
core is the power of magic action and, without it, the accom- 
panying acts will be useless. In the magic rite, words are the 
operative element that generates a new reality. 

The power and range of adjurations was almost limitless,5? 
but not so the conditions of their use. A complex system of in- 
structions and restrictions set up the exclusive and precise con- 
text of circumstances that could allow human speech to turn into 
an operative power. These circumstances, as anthropologists 
have also found in their research, fit Austin's theory well. The 
first requirement is the precise uttering of the magic formula. 
Each spell requires a special formula specified in a гесіре.51 Per- 
formative utterances also rest on the conception that, in each 
case, only certain defined statements have operative power. To 


promise is possible through the saying “I promise,” to bequeath 


through the saying “I bequeath,” and to marry through the set 
formula in the marriage ritual that compels the parties. In these 
cases precision need not be as rigorous as in magic speech, but 
in all of them (and in others like them) an act can be performed 
through speech only by means of the linguistic formula specific 
to its performance. 

Magic speech and performative utterances are also similar 
with regard to the ritual context of speech. Magic recipes show 
that the adjuration must be performed in a defined ritual context, 
which is a sine qua non for realizing the performative potential 
latent in the incantation. The ritual matrix for the performance of 
the adjuration in each magic act is also rigorously determined. 
This demand is illustrated in the recipes in the four examples. At 
different levels of complexity, all four detail the ritual acts that 
should accompany the act of adjuration. According to Austin, 
performative utterances acquire their special standing only if ut- 
tered in defined circumstances. The words as such do not create 
a performative utterance, nor does every word do so in these de- 
fined circumstances. For an utterance to be performative, what is 
required is a combination of speech and the circumstances of its 
utterance appropriate to the performance of the requested action 
by means of speech. As in magic, different aims require different 
utterances and different ritual conditions. 

The third prominent resemblance between the magic deed 
and the performative speech act is the definition of the per- 
former. According to treatises and manuals on magic, not every- 
one can cast a spell. This statement requires no further expla- 
nation if we assume that this literature is a priori meant only for 


professionals. But even when partly meant for personal use, in a 


do-it-yourself variation,®2 ritual preparations are required to carry 
out the spell. Preparation and purification rites considered as 
rites of entry are detailed in Harba de-Moshe and in Havdalah de- 

Rabbi Aqiva and mentioned in the demand to “act in a state of. 
purity” in Sefer ha-Razim and in many other sources.53 The pur- 
pose of these rites is to extract individuals from the ordinary 
course of their lives and fundamentally change them in a way 
that will prepare them to use the adjurations successfully. Unless 

they are in a ritual-personal situation suited to the execution of 
the spell, their deeds will fail to help. Speech act theory also de- 
fines a similar condition: Only one who, at the time of the utter- 
ance, is in a situation that authorizes him or her to perform the 
required act can realize the potential latent in the performative 
utterance and act through it. 

Ostensibly, then, Austin’s theory (or, more precisely, his no- 
tion of illocutionary utterance) is remarkably similar to the view 
of magic in Jewish magical texts. The idea of speech endowed 
with action powers and, even more so, the parallel demands for a 
suitable ritual context and for the speaker's special standing 
tempt us to think that ideas and acts common in ancient Jewish 
magic culture can be explained through the concepts of mid- 
twentieth-century philosophy of language. Yet it is not so. 

Ancient Jewish magic practice has its roots in a Weltan- 
schauung conceptually far removed from the one underlying 
Austin’s theory. Speech act theory is a philosophical theory deal- 
ing with consensual language. It clarifies that, in the set of social 
agreements that institutionalize language, there are agreements 
that endow certain utterances with a different standing. This the- 


ory, then, deals above all with the exposure of the hidden social 


agreements bearing on language and with their description. Lan- 
guage is perceived in it as a social activity, and its consequences 
are therefore always social. Whether they are constative or perfor- 
mative, linguistic statements function within a human system of 
communication and interpersonal contacts. The consequences 
of the performative statements, that is, the changes that they cre- 
ate in the world’s state of affairs, invariably take place within this 
system and are only social. Marriages, bequests, promises, and 
bets (in illocutionary utterances) and seduction, persuasion, de- 
сей, and command (in perlocutionary utterances) are part of the 
range of social relations. In the context of this range, and only 
within it, an action may be realized through speech based on a 
social agreement. To preclude mistakes, the power of these per- 
formative utterances should be redefined in more limited terms. 
When Austin claims that there are cases when “by saying or in 
saying something we are doing something,"s he should be 
understood only in social terms. Performative statements change 


the social state of affairs in the world. This formulation in no way 
weakens Austin's claim, nor does it detract from its beauty, be- 
cause social action is action for all intents and purposes and so- 
cial change is real change in the general state of affairs in the 
world for every person involved. This presentation of speech act 
theory, however, prevents illusions about its application to inap- 
propriate areas. 

Jewish magic, unlike the case of a performative utterance, 
seeks to introduce limitless change. Its consequences transcend 
the realms of human society and its valid social agreements to 
actually affect the world. Sinking a ship, winning a horse race, 


healing a fever or a snake bite, improving memory, killing or 


banishing a man from his home, boosting a crop or a catch of 
fish, sustaining pregnancy and easing delivery, and many other 
issues common in Jewish magic literature have no bearing on 
the social consensus that underlies the possibility of speech 
acts. The possibility of attaining these wishes through speech 
rests on a view of life and language entirely different from that 
conveyed by Austin. According to this view, the power of a magic 
incantation is not derived from the consensual character of lan- 
guage but from its opposite—its holy divine character. The twen- 
ty-two letters of the Torah were perceived not only as preceding 
reality in general and human reality in particular but as actually 
generating them.55 The holy standing of language in general and 
of the divine names that embody its omnipotent potential in par- 
ticular is what granted human magic speech its special power. 
According to the magic worldview, this potential can be used to 
control various occult powers—angels, names, letters, bindings, 
demons and other harmful spirits—whose influence on human 
destiny is permanent and decisive. Controlling angels and other 
supernatural powerful beings and harnessing them to the will of 
their user are elements so essential to ancient Jewish magic that 
it cannot be described without them. This is how magic action is 
actually performed. Only in this context, that is, in the context of 
faith in the power embedded in the holy names of God on the 
one hand and the worldview that grants supernatural beings a 
central role in the shaping of human destiny on the other, can 
the magic act of speech be understood correctly. And in this con- 
text the magic use of language is indeed entirely different from 
Austin’s performative speech act. 


The conditions of the speech act in Austin’s theory and in 


ancient Jewish magic do not appear to be genuinely parallel ei- 
ther. According to the philosophical theory, the required condi- 
tions for a successful implementation of an illocutionary act are 
social. Austin's examples—marrying, bequeathing, christening, 
betting, and promising—attest to this well. Furthermore, these 
conditions are not defined with the precision that characterizes 
the magic ritual but serve as a general denotation of the situa- 
tion's character, that is, a social definition of its essence. Estab- 
lishing an illocutionary meaning depends on the social recog- 
nition of the unique circumstances surrounding the performance 
of the utterance. Beyond it, it is what determines the fact of its 
being felicitous or infelicitous. According to Jewish magic liter- 
ature, the standing of the magic ritual—meaning whether the 
speech performed in its course will or will not have operative 
power—does not depend on social recognition of it (which is 
often impossible because of the secrecy that is required as a 
condition of its success) but on the magician’s success in cre- 
ating it properly. A Jewish magic ritual is not a social situation 
but a concrete reality that the adjurer must create in all its intri- 
cate detail according to a rigorous model prescribed a priori. 
Magic action through speech will fail without precise execution, 
not because implementation of the required ritual lacked social 
recognition but rather because of worldly laws stating, for in- 
stance, that coffee cannot possibly be sweetened with a teaspoon 
of salt. A magic act requires a defined ritual to attain a defined 
aim. 

Like the incantation, the ritual is also a tool of action, a special 
and precise means adapted to the attainment of a specific re- 


quired aim. A deviation from explicit ritual demands, that is, an 


attempt to perform a certain act through the tools of another, will 
lead the sorcerer nowhere. The magic ritual, then, does not de- 
fine the social standing of the magic act through speech and 
therefore does not need witnesses for proper performance. This 
is a set of objective conditions, which strengthen the perfor- 
mative power of the incantation by creating the unique envi- 
ronment that will enable its transformation from ordinary speech 
into active power, The success of the entire endeavor, including 
its verbal aspect, is not tested in the social terms that Austin’s 
theory requires but in objective terms of cause and effect: If the 
ritual instructions are properly followed, the magic will work and 
bring about the requested result. Failure to attain results is proof 
of failure to comply with the instructions. 

The difference | present here between the conditions for a per- 
formative utterance and those of magic speech also charac- 
terizes the question of the speaker's authority and its rela- 
tionship with the success of the speaker's action in both cases. 
According to Austin’s theory, an action cannot be successfully 
executed through an illocutionary utterance unless it is per- 
formed by the appropriate person. A woman cannot bequeath 
her neighbor's assets to her children even if she writes this in her 
will. A married man cannot marry a woman even if he performs 
the appropriate wedding ritual unless society recognizes bigamy. 
Similarly, society does not recognize the validity of oral commit- 
ments made by babies or mad individuals, and so forth. The 
society, whose laws define the proper standing for concretizing 
action through speech, determines in all these cases the failure 
of illocutionary utterances performed by people who were found 


to be unsuited to the task. 


The question of the speaker's serious intention when express- 
ing an illocutionary utterance is also related to this matter. Austin 
holds that serious intention is the fundamental quality required 
from the speaker as a necessary condition for being qualified to 
perform action through speech. The speaker's authority to act 
through words, then, follows from and is determined by the so- 
cial conventions within which illocutionary utterances are per- 
formed. In ancient Jewish magic, by contrast, one's authority to 
act through words is perceived as part of the general ritual ma- 
trix, The available literature on magic does not point to the 
importance of the sorcerer's social recognition, and his authority 
to act through incantations does not follow from it. Rather, it de- 
rives from his unique physical and spiritual situation, whose 
mode of attainment is also dictated by the recipes of magic. 
Harba de-Moshe, for instance, prescribes a three-day ritual of pu- 
rity, prayer, and adjuration for attaining control over the “sword” 


of magic names. Here are some of the instructions: 


One who prepares himself to manipulate it [the sword] should 
sanctify himself (free) from nocturnal pollution and from (rit- 
ual) impurity for three days and should only eat and drink in 
the evening. And he should eat (only) bread made by a pure 
man or by his own hands with clean salt and drink (only) 
water. And no one should be aware that he is doing this deed 
for the purpose of manipulating this sword.... And on the first 
day of your seclusion, perform ablution(s) and you need not 
(do so) again. And pray three times a day and after each 
prayer say this prayer: Blessed are You QWSYM our God, King 
of the world... Whoever wishes to manipulate this sword 


should recite his (daily) prayer and upon reaching Shome'a 


them indeed prevent us from ascribing to these actions the 
meaning emerging from our insights about them? In other 
words, are we not allowed to ignore their (етіс) self perceptions 
and explain their cosmology according to our (etic) insights? My 
answer is that, at least regarding my current pursuit, this is 
impossible. The reason is not only the way users of magic per- 
ceive their actions but also Austin’s conception of the perfor- 
mative speech act. These are the only two possible ways of exam- 
ining magic speech acts, and choice is imperative. Speech act 
theory, as noted, states that some utterances, when uttered cor- 
rectly, each one as such and in defined circumstances, constitute 
acts that change the state of affairs in the world. This link be- 
tween means and results is the gist of Austin’s view about the il- 
locutionary utterance and its very essence. | have shown that, ac- 
cording to the worldview of the study's subjects, the magic 
incantation does indeed change things in the world, but not be- 
cause it essentially corresponds to the conditions set by Austin 
for its being an illocutionary speech act. 

From this perspective, then, a magic speech act cannot be 
viewed as an illocutionary utterance in Austin's terms. On the 
other hand, if we attempt to disregard the worldview of the re- 
search subjects and explain their action by resorting to Austin's 
concepts, will we indeed admit that any real action was per- 
formed through this act? Will we indeed claim that the magic 
incantation for lighting an oven, opening a locked door, expelling 
crickets from the house, or walking on water, for instance, 
achieved the desired result? In other words, is there room for ac- 
knowledging a direct causal link between magic speech and its 


results in the world in the cosmology within which Austin 


formulated his theory? | do not think so. We must therefore 
choose within what cosmology we examine this issue. If, to 
understand ancient Jewish magic, we use our cosmology, we will 
have to recognize the inefficiency of the act and will thereby pull 
the rug out from under the claim that uttering an incantation is a 
speech act. In the cosmology of adjurers, however, an incan- 
tation is indeed thought to operate in the world, but they per- 
ceive it as fundamentally different from a performative utterance 
à la Austin. The integration of the two cosmologies, taking per- 
formative conditions from one and efficiency from the other, 
seems to me to be the fallacy characterizing attempts to use 


Austin's theory to explain ritual and magical language. 
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Jewish Magic Literature 
MAGICAL TEXTS AND ARTIFACTS 


The available sources for understanding and describing the cul- 
ture of ancient Jewish magic split into two main kinds: insider 
(primary) and outsider (secondary).! The insider sources are 
magic sources in the more distinctive sense of the term: adju- 
ration texts, or texts that include adjurations, created and used in 
circles of sorcerers or by people interested in witchcraft that sup- 
ply internal evidence of a Jewish magic culture. Outsider sources 
are Jewish sources that are not distinctly magical but express di- 
rect or indirect interest in magic as known to us from the insider 
sources. This interest is found in many Jewish sources from late 
antiquity and the early Islamic period. As noted in chapter 2, in 
the past the main and almost sole source for describing Jewish 
magic was the secondary, outsider evidence, particularly rabbinic 
literature, a corpus that is obviously basically flawed. Not only 
are rabbinic texts in no way magic literature, but also the rabbis, 
who acknowledged the power of magic, were hostile toward it. 
The actual knowledge about magic culture that can be retrieved 
from these sources is limited and is usually not explicit. Most of 
it touches on two mutually intertwined areas: demons and heal- 
ing. Although rabbinic literature includes many (largely narrative) 
traditions concerned with such matters, occasionally including 
important information about demonological conceptions and 
magic healing, the rabbis' real interest in them was didactic 


rather than informative. Hence, rather than teaching us about the 


essence of magic and demonology in their circles or their sur- 
roundings, the rabbis’ statements often attest to their use of 
these issues to promote their public, moral-halakhic, and so- 
ciopolitical agendas. 

The discovery and publication of primary magic literature 
made possible a systematic transformation in the study of Jewish 
magic, resembling the transformations in the study of Gnostic 
sects after the discovery of the Nag Hammadi scrolls and in the 
study of Greco-Roman magic following the discovery of the 
Greek magical papyri. Here too we can replace hostile outsider 
literature with primary insider sources, though rabbinic tradi- 
tions should not be underestimated or ignored. Precisely against 
the background of the findings emerging from magic literature it- 
self, we can now reevaluate these traditions, assess how they fit 
or deviate from the magic findings, enrich our knowledge regard- 
ing magic wherever possible, and mainly, consider the broader 
social context where these magic beliefs and acts should be lo- 
cated. Scholars are confronted with a challenge, though: The rab- 


binic hagiography that ascribes to biblical heroes and to the rab- 
bis themselves the power to operate the world by means of rit- 
uals and linguistic formulas, as sorcerers do, also categorically 
rejects magic (kishuf ) and anyone involved in it. In light of the 
clear evidence from magic literature, however, this challenge is 
no longer focused on the clarification of essentialist differences 
between the actions or beliefs of the rabbis and those of the sor- 
cerers, as it had been in the past. Instead, it centers on the polit- 
ical meaning of the didactic use of elements from magic culture 
and on the rejection of magic and its agents in the rabbinic dis- 


course as part of the rabbis’ struggle for exclusive control of the 


truth and the power derived from it in Jewish society of late antiq- 
ity. 

Rabbinic literature is only one of three bodies of sources 
showing traces of Jewish magic culture and its role in the con- 
ceptual and political web. Jewish texts from the Second Temple 
era, Hekhalot and Merkavah literature, and Karaite and Geonic 
texts also offer extensive and valuable textual evidence on these 
matters. Directly or indirectly, these sources touch on the origin 
of magic, its legitimation, its human agents, and the social power 
advantage latent in it, on performance issues concerning control 
of angels and demons through linguistic and ritual means, and 
on theoretical concerns about the origin of evil spirits and their 
operation in the world. | present and discuss all these testi- 


monies, from rabbinic literature and other bodies, in chapters 6 


and 7. In this chapter | focus on primary magic sources: texts 
and artifacts created in Jewish culture for magic purposes and as 
an expression of its operation; these should be the basis for de- 
scribing early Jewish magic 

The magic literature discussed in this chapter splits into three 
bodies of sources: artifacts with performative power, magic 
recipes, and magic treatises. Each of these sources highlights a 
different aspect of the interest in magic and of the attitude to- 
ward it. The first group includes several dozen amulets, hun- 
dreds of adjuration bowls, and a few magic gems. These artifacts 
provide direct testimony of living magic activity in the service of 
clients who are usually mentioned by name and for a defined 
purpose, which is also explicitly noted in the incantation. The 
second group, magic recipes, is a large corpus of professional, 


technical literature that has survived in a small number of works 


and in hundreds of Genizah fragments. Together, these works 
and fragments contain hundreds of magic recipes attesting to 
the practice and performance of sorcery and the preparation of 
performative artifacts. The third group is more limited. It in- 
cludes a few magic treatises, a more developed version of the 
magic recipe literature. Beside recipes, they also contain highly 
valuable information about the sorcerers’ worldview. When inte- 
grated, these three sources trace a broad picture of all the 
components making up Jewish magic culture: beliefs, rituals, 
aims, and historical and social contexts. 

The main magic finding that concerns me here spreads over a 
period of about a thousand years that begins in the third to 
fourth centuries CE. Textually, this corpus begins with Sefer ha- 
Razim and ends with documents from the Cairo Genizah. The 
uniting element in this corpus is the genre; all these texts reflect 
a persistent cultural phenomenon resting on a stable picture of 
reality and of performative patterns, based on the use of adjura- 
tions. Rather than meeting theoretically, the historical borders 
intersect methodologically. On the one hand, few findings antic- 
ipate the corpus that is discussed here. On the other hand, the 
adjuration literature continued to exist and develop after the 
beginning of the second millennium. Magic texts were created, 
copied, and printed throughout the second millennium and are 
offered for sale even today. It is indeed possible to point to a cul- 
ture of Jewish magic with stable characteristics that has persisted 
since the end of antiquity to the present Nonetheless, most 
magic manuscripts originating in the Cairo Genizah are from the 
early centuries of the first millennium, and the upper limit of my 


inquiry has been set accordingly. 


Beyond the cultural cohesiveness of the findings discussed 
here is their diversification according to time and place. Con- 
cerning place, the uniqueness of Babylonian magic bowls, as op- 
posed to the evidence of “western” (i.e., west of Babylonia) 
magic findings, deserves particular note. Prominent in this con- 
text are the links of these bowls to the local foreign culture in 
general and to the prevalent cross-cultural practice of incantation 
bowls in particular. At the same time, deep commonalities must 
be stressed between the perception of reality and the power 
means used to contend with it that are evident in the findings 
from Babylonia and Palestine. A prominent example of such 
commonalities is the historiola (brief magic story)5 about Se- 
momit (Semumit, Semumita). Her children were murdered by 
evil Sideros, who then took an oath to refrain from killing, chok- 
ing, and hurting others whenever the names of his persecutors 
(Sa'uni, Sassa'uni, Sangro, and 'Artiko) were mentioned. This 
historiola was used for protection in magic Babylonian bowls 
and on a typical western metal amulet (probably from Palestine) 
and is concrete proof of the links between Palestinian and Baby- 
lonian traditions and of their shared magic culture. These links 
are found in many other forms and contents, even in the absence 
of such explicit linguistic expression.? 

Commonality of this type is also evident in the historical 
examination of magic findings. Here too we find that Jewish 
magic diversifies according to the cultural environment: Whereas 
early texts at times reflect the influence of Hellenistic surround- 
ings, Genizah texts often reflect Muslim influence. This diversi- 
fication, however, does not blur the explicitly Jewish, traditional, 


and stable character of Jewish magic throughout this period. 


Jewish magic in Genizah texts is without doubt a continuation of 
an earlier Palestinian (and sometimes even Babylonian) 
tradition.? This conclusion is the result not only of a general im- 
pression but also of explicit parallels between Palestinian 
amulets and magic recipes from the Genizah, previous patterns 
of which had been in use centuries before for the preparation of 
amulets. One suitable example is a clay amulet for love from the 
fifth or sixth century that was found in Horvat Rimon in the 
northern Negev and the recipe for the preparation of such an 
amulet that was found in a Genizah fragment. The love amulet 
was engraved in the clay while still soft, etched along its length 
and breadth, and then fired. The firing, or human intervention, 
broke it along the incisions, and the five broken shards that were 
found join together into a fragment of the amulet (Plate 5). At the 
top are the following five names, written within frames: HR'WT, 
"TB'WT, QWLHWN, SPTWN, and SWSGR. Under them, the fol- 
lowing words can be made out: “You holly] angels [ ] you, just 
afs] [] shall burn the heart of [] after me, | [] her kidney [] my de- 


sire in this []: 


A love recipe in a fragment from a Genizah grimoire enables 
us to trace the full text of the adjuration as well as ritual aspects 
ofthe amulet's preparation and its operation. It turns out that the 
words of the incantation and the firing ritual in the Horvat 
Rimon amulet reflect an approach that seeks to create reality by 
comparing it to power images, in line with the sympathetic pat- 


tern: "As ... so ..."11 Here is the wording of the recipe: 


Write on an unbaked clay: HR'WT 'YTB'WT QWLHWN 
«QLHWN» SPTWN «SPWNYN» SWSYG «SWSG» MKMR. 


You, the holy angels, <I adjure you» just as this piece of clay 


burns «in the fire», so shall the heart of N son of N and his 
kidneys burn after me and after my fortune and after my lot. 
His heart shall not sleep. They shall turn to me «until hel? fol- 
lows [me]», 1, М daughter of М, with great love and affection. 
By the name of Nebiel the Angel, and you, Sama'el the Satan, 
ABSLH, and you, Ashmedai the swift, perform my desire at 
this hour, quickly, at once, from now till eternity, QYNW 
QYNW, Amen, [Amen, Selah, Hallelujah.) 


Further examples of such a textual connection are the amulet for 
suppression cited later in the “Amulets” subsection of this chap- 
ter and recipes for preparing amulets for this purpose found in 
the Genizah that resemble it in their language and style. 

A close link between early and late is exposed in these cases 
in unequivocal ways.!5 These records also reveal another impor- 
tant link—that between theory and performance. These parallels 
point to the professional and practical character of the magic 
recipe literature and to the way it served writers of charms in 
their creative activity. Although the writers often took liberties 
when determining the final version of the amulet, they definitely 
based the text of the adjuration on the professional literature 
available to them, which detailed the rituals and incantations 
appropriate for each specific purpose. On the one hand, then, is 
the literature that serves as a professional foundation for the per- 
formance of magic practice. On the other, contrary to the wide- 
spread image of the witchcraft act whose success purportedly 
depends on the exact performance of every single detail, the con- 
tents of this literature are indeterminate. The contrast is illus- 
trated in the comparison of an amulet and a recipe for prosperity 


that were found in the Genizah. The following table shows the 


differing texts side by side: 


The recipe 


[For] commerce (and) for 
(finding) grace. Write on the 
hide of a deer: 


1 adjure you, Rahmiel, 
Hasdiel, Haniel, КаЁ [іе]. 
Give power and grace to N 
son of N 


in front of all sons of Adam 
and Eve, and may there 
assemble in his [pre]sence 
every one who wishes to 
conduct a bargain, to buy 
and sell any thing in the 
world. 


None of the children of 
Adam and Eve shall have 
the authority to open the 
mouth, to speak or to 


answer this N son of N. 


In the name of Barqiel and 
in the name of Qedosiel and 
in the name of HSYN YH, 


may you grant N son of N 


The amulet! 


[] and in the name of HWYH Ы 
] health, and in the name of 
‘ŞQ[], | adjure you, Sedq[iel] 
on the fifth day to do all | ask in 
this amulet concerning Shalom 
ben Zuhra. In the name of 'H 
"YH 'WHW Alef Bet Gimel 


| adjure you, Rabmiel and 
Hasdiel, and Haniel and 

Kansael to grant favor and 
grace to Shalom ben Zuhra 


so that he may transact 
business with every person in 
the world 


None of the children of Adam 
and Eve shall have the authority 
to open (the mouth) or to 
speak or to distress Shalom 
ben Zuhra 


In the name of Barqiel and in 
the name of Qadšiel and in the 
name of HSYN YH, may you 


grant grace and favor and 


grace and favor and mercy 
in the eyes of all those who 
see him and his hand will 
find like a nest the wealth of 


peoples.17 


“And Joseph found favor in 
his eyes, and he served him. 
And he made him overseer 
over his house, and all [that 
he had] he put into his 
hand" (Genesis 39:4) 
served he and eyes his in 
[favor] found Joseph and. 
And may God be with N son 
of N and may he give him 
favor and grace in the eyes 
ofall. 


In the name of Kerubiel the 
angel (who is appointed) 
over [] “And Noah found 
favour in the eyes of God” 
(Genesis 6:8), [so sha]ll N 
son of N find [fav]or and 
grace in the eyes of both 
God and Man. 


Amen, Amen, Amen, 
Selah. 


compassion to Shalom ben 
Zuhra. “My hand has found like 
a nest the wealth of peoples; as 
one gathers abandoned eggs, 
so | gathered all the earth: 
Nothing so much as flapped a 
wing or opened a mouth to 
peep” (Isaiah 10:14). 

“And Joseph found favor in his 
eyes, and he served him. And 
he made him overseer over his 
house, and all that he had he 
put into his hand." "God was 
with Joseph" (Genesis 39:2). So 
shall Shalom ben Zuhra find 
(favor). 


In the name of Barqiel, the 
angel who is enthroned upon 
the wings of the wind. "And 
Noah found favor in the eyes of 
God." 


Blessed be the name of His 
Majesty's glory for ever and 


ever.20 


The connection between these two texts is unquestionable, but 
its essence is still hard to grasp. The amulet is certainly based on 
a recipe of the kind presented here, but the differences between 
the versions are no less clear. Two explanations for this situation 
are possible: Either the amulet is based on the recipe and the 
writer made his own decisions about additions and deletions, or 
the amulet was prepared according to another recipe, similar to 
this one, which is unavailable to us. Both possibilities point to 
professional flexibility, be it at the stage of preparing the amulet 
or at the time of copying magic texts and recipes. In both cases 
we are speaking about the same group: members of a profes- 
sional community who collected theoretical magic knowledge 
and implemented it according to the clients’ needs. The profes- 
sional liberties the writers took when changing and adapting ad 
hoc suggestions for incantations from the recipe books available 
to them prove even greater in the comparison of parallel but dif- 
ferent versions of amulets (in the Genizah) or magic bowls 
(from Babylonia), some of them even written by the same scribe 
(judging from the handwriting). In these cases the incantation 
formulas obviously served the charm writer as raw material, 
which he shaped and edited anew each time.2" 

A general examination of the inventory of magic texts and arti- 
facts, then, points to cultural cohesiveness and continuity con- 
cerning both faith and action. East and West, early and late, the- 
ory and performance—all come together in the Jewish literature 
of adjurations discussed here, beyond the local colors, into a 


single broad expression of the magic culture widespread among 


the Jewish people in late antiquity and the early Islamic period. | 
present this literature here according to its two basic patterns: 


performative artifacts and instructional literature. 


PERFORMATIVE ARTIFACTS 

Amulets 

An amulet (qame'a), in the broad sense of ће word, is an artifact 
possessing a performative power meant to serve the one who 
uses it. In general, and most distinctly in the context of the 
sources discussed here, an amulet draws its power from the 
words of the adjuration and other signs written on it.22 In this 
sense, magic gems and incantation bowls should also be viewed 
as amulets and, indeed, many incantation bowls are viewed as 
amulets, as evident in the adjurations written on them.23 For the 
purpose of this discussion, however, | draw a distinction be- 
tween various kinds of performative artifacts common in the cul- 
ture of early Jewish magic, reserving the term amulet, as is com- 
monly done, to pieces of paper, vellum, cloth, leather, clay, or 
metal on which adjurations are written. Amulets are usually iden- 
tified with preservation, protection, healing, and success, but, as 
1 show, they also served aggressive and harmful purposes. 

The word qame'a derives from the root qm‘, which means “to 
tie.” In its use in rabbinic language the word has three close 
meanings that are not always easy to differentiate in a specific 
context. First, the word can denote a small leather pouch or a 
small metal box that contains roots or a text and is tied to or 
hung on its user's body. Precisely in this sense, the word qame'a 
denotes also the leather pouch of the phylacteries (tefillin), 
which also hold written parchment and are tied on the head and 
the arm when in use. Second, the word can denote the contents 
of the pouch: the roots or the text, which, according to the Baby- 
lonian Talmud (Shabbat 115), include "letters of the [divine] 


name" and biblical verses, that are the actual operative power of 


the artifact. Last, the word can denote the entire artifact—the 
wrapping and the content together In magic literature, as 
noted, the second denotation is the more common one. 

An amulet is an artifact bearing an adjuration text. Many of the 
amulets that have survived, which are small to begin with, were 
folded or rolled into even smaller sizes and often placed in small 
metal boxes or wrapped in cloth.25 The amulet was thereby pre- 
served and could be hung on its user, person or animal, or at the 
place where it was meant to act.26 Not all amulets were tied or 
hung. Instructions for their preparation and places where they 
were found attest that, at times, users were supposed to hide 
them—in the doorpost of the house where the people they 
wished to influence lived or passed through, on the river bank, 
on a grave, on an animal's yoke, under a pillow, at а syna- 
gogue—or even throw them into the sea, a river, or a fire.27 All 
amulets were meant to bind. Their purpose was to take control of 
supernatural entities addressed in the texts—angels, demons, 
holy names, letters, planets, the sun and the moon, and even 
God2&—and coerce them, through the power of the adjuration, 
to act in favor of the amulet's beneficiary. 

‘An amulet was prepared for a defined purpose and in most 
cases was to be used by a particular client, man or woman, 
specifically mentioned in the adjuration by his or her name and 
by his or her mother’s name. The matronymic denotation of the 
client, possibly for the purpose of definite identification, was 
also common in Greco-Roman magic and in both Jewish and 
non-Jewish Babylonian incantation bowls and is still in use today 
in Jewish traditions of amulet writing? The amulets that have 


survived were used for various purposes—love, economic 


success, healing, finding favor with someone, suppressing other 
people, and causing harm.22 The following three examples illus- 
trate the language of amulets and the way it served their perfor- 
mative purpose. 

The first amulet was written for the healing of Simon, son of 
Kattia, from various types of fever, evil spirits, and evil eyes. 
The amulet was meant to expel all these evil entities from Si- 
mon's body by means of incantations and holy names. The 
amulet was found in Horvat Kannah (in the Galilee). It was a 
bronze lamella, rolled after the text was engraved on it. The end 


is cut off. It says: 


An amulet proper to expel?2 the great fever and the tertian 
(fever) and the chronic (2) fever and the semi-tertian (fever)33 
and any spirit and any misfortune? and any (evil) eye and any 
(evil) gaze from the body of Simon, son of Kattia, and from all 
his limbs, to heal him and to guard him. In the name of all 
these holy names and letters which are written in this amulet, 
| adjure and write in the name of Abrasax®5 who is appointed 
over you that he may uproot you, fever and sickness, from the 
body of Simon, the son of Kattia. In the name of the 
engravedis letters of the Name 
5555555555555555555 El El El and in 

the name of this great angel 'RBYHW Nehumiel Shamshiel 
LLWZBH MRP'WT MR'WT .. (magic names and signs). 
May there be driven away the evil spirit, the fever, the tertian 


(fever), and all evil spirit from the body of Simon, son of Kat- 
tia, and from all his limbs. Amen Selah. And in the name of ... 
(magic names) your name, | adjure and write: You, heal 


Simon son of Kattia, from the fever which is in him. Amen 


Amen Selah, | make an oath and adjure in the name of YSR 
Tamnuel who sits on the river whence all evil spirits emerge; 
and in the name of Yequmi'el who sits on the roads, [Na]har- 


ifel], who sits over [] Tomi'el, who sits [] and in the па[те of] 
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The second amulet is meant for subjugation (kibush). The 
root КЬ is widespread in recipes, amulets, and adjuration bowls 
in the denotation of aggressive control, which the wording of the 
adjuration seeks to establish. In the bowls, where the Aramaic 
kibsha' at times serves to refer to the entire incantation or even to 
the bowl, this use addresses mainly the evil spirits as part of the 
verbal means used to take control of them, suppress them, or re- 
move them.3? Elsewhere, the desire for subjugation is directed to 
human society in general, at times for the purpose of self- 
protection and at times for gaining an advantage by ruling over 
others. Ruling over others is the purpose of the amulet in ques- 
tion, and it seeks to attain this goal by resorting to sympathetic 
language—establishing power relationships in the world accord- 
ing to the pattern of relationships described in the adjuration. 
The amulet offers two domination patterns: One is God's rule 
over nature, and the other is the chain of power hierarchies pre- 
vailing in reality. The amulet, engraved in a bronze sheet prob- 
ably at the beginning of the seventh century CE and rolled after 
the writing, was written for Yose, son of Zenobia, for him to rule 
over the inhabitants of some village.*? It was found in the excava- 
tions of a synagogue at Horvat Marish, northwest of Tel Hazor. 


It says: 


“For your mercy and for your truth" (Psalms 115:1; 138:2). In 


the name of YHWH we shall do and succeed. Strong and 
mighty God! May your name be blessed and may your king- 
dom be blessed. Just as you have suppressed the sea by your 
horses and stamped the earth with your shoe, and as you sup- 
press trees in winter days and the herb of the earth in summer 
days, so may there be supplressed] [ ] before Yose son of 
Zenobia. May my word and my obedience be imposed on 
them. Just as the sky is suppressed before God, and the earth 
is suppressed before people, and people are suppressed! be- 
fore death, and death is suppressed before God, so may the 
people of this town be suppressed and broken and fallen be- 
fore Yose son of Zenobia. In the name of HTW" the angel 

who was sent before Israel | make a sign. Success, Success, 


Amen Amen, Selah, Hallelujah.42 


The third amulet was meant to cause harm. Harm to others is 
recorded in many magic recipes, but evidence of actual damage 
is rare; The following amulet was found in the pages of the 
Cairo Genizah. It was written (on paper) to expel “ ‘Ali, who is of 
the Ishmaelite religion,” from a house that, according to the 
amulet, “he had taken by robbery.” The amulet beneficiary, who 
wrote it himself in first person but without mentioning his own 
name, asked to deprive Ali of sleep, food, and drink, to separate 
him from all other human beings, to deny him all pleasure, to 
burn a fire in his heart, to fall ill in all his limbs, and to cause his 
death. For this purpose the writer sought to recruit angels and 
“great and mighty” names, which he adjured to assist him im- 
mediately. The amulet is written in three languages: Hebrew, Ara- 


maic, and Arabic (Plate 16). It says: 


In the name of Shaddai who created the heaven and the earth. 
1 adjure you, holy angels, that you should come and help me, 
and support me, and fortify me, and not hold me back from 
doing an uprooting, a chasing away, a crushing, destroying, 
annihilating, of Ali son of Nuh, who is of the Ishmaelite reli- 
gion, at this hour, him and all those who help him. (magic 
sign) In the name of 'HY YH' [] Amen (magic sign). This is by 
the name of He who sees hidden things, he sees and does the 
will of those who fear him. In the name of the fearsome, 
NWR’ NWRH NRWR NWR’ NUR... (magic names). You, the 
names that are appointed over evil and over all criminal 
things, expel, banish and separate from all sons of Adam and 
Eve, whether male or female, from this place, Ali the Ish- 
maelite, from this place. May he never see love, but only great 
hatred, May he be pushed away and expelled from this valley 
where he is. May conflagration be made to burn in his heart, 
when he sees this place where Ali the Ishmaelite resides 
B'HWH B'DYRYRWN. Amen, Amen, Nesah Selah, tomor- 
row, fast. Amen. This writing is appointed for Ali the Ish- 
maelite, so that he may be cursed (?) and wander from one 
place to another, and that there should be no standing to this 
‘Ali, and that he should have no comfort in this dwelling 
which he has taken,“ and the place which he has taken by 
robbery until they go and fall to bed, in illness, all the days of 
their lives, when he sits in the place which he has robbed, 
with the 248 limbs that are in the body of this ‘Ali. In the 
name of SM‘ M'WT "ВВ MR'WT ... (magic names), you glori- 
fied, great and mighty пате, expel and banish this evil Ali 
from my neighbourhood, so that he should not stay there 


even one hour, but that he may fall ill with a serious illness, 
that he should not eat or drink or sleep until he goes away 
from this stable and throne.45 By the truth of His great name, 
move him away from my neighbourhood (magic signs). 


Amen, Amen, Selah. 


These three amulets are examples of the way that charm writ- 
ers asked to enlist the power of angels and holy names and even 
the power of God to help them or their clients in order to rescue 
them from distress or to fulfill a desire. Most amulets, as noted, 
represent a magical response to an actual crisis or to a desire 
arising in someone's life, yet not all of them fit this category. At 
times, amulets were intended from the start to serve many poten- 
tial clients. In such cases the client's name is obviously not men- 
tioned and the purpose is noted only in general terms. Such an 
amulet was found in Sepphoris (in the Galilee) (Plate 4). It was 
engraved on a bronze sheet and rolled. The excavation layer 
where it was found dates it to the fourth or fifth century CE. Its 
purpose was to heal a high fever, and the following text was writ- 
ten on it: “An amulet against protracted fever that burns and 
does not cease (magic signs) NNN WHYH'W " $$$. An amulet 
against protracted fever that burns and does not cease (magic 
signs) NNN WHYH'W '" ŠŠ[Š]."48 An amulet of this kind would 
probably be preserved within a family and used repeatedly, when- 
ever necessary. 

Further examples of such amulets were found in the Cairo Ge- 
nizah. One of them is an amulet that was designed for "the bear- 
er of this writing" (Plate 17). This inscription, which appears 
twice in the wording of the incantation, explicitly attests that the 


text was a priori meant for use by any potential client and 


perhaps even for recurrent use of the amulet. 


Upon your name and upon your might, Lord of the world YH 
YH, a rock! May the bearer of this writing depart? from all 
sickness, from all affliction, from every evil thing and from all 
evil jealousy (magic signs) YH 'HH HSYN YH YHYSH 
(magic signs) ҮН "HH HSYN YHYSH and SMTYH. You, 
holy angels, YH 'HH HSYN YHYS. Take away and save the 
bearer of this writing (from) evil sorceries and all evil curses 
ҮН "НН YHYS and PRHYH (and) evil demons and from all 
evil plagues and all evil spirits, night, day and noon. May they 
be expelled, go far away and depart from the bearer of this 
writing and from his two hundred forty-eight limbs, in the 
name of the living and enduring God, who injures and heals.! 
“The Lord will ward off from you all sickness” (Deuteronomy 
7:15) “and He said: ‘If you will heed the Lord diligently, doing 
what is upright in His sight, giving ear to His commandments 
and keeping all His laws, | will not bring upon you any of the 
diseases that | brought upon the Egyptians for | am the Lord 
your healer’ " (Exodus 15:26). MR MR'WT SMYRWT QRWBY 
WHW' G'RH 'H 'H Selah, forever, Amen Amen. For his 
health: TSGWG' heal! WTY'W WTYY'W WTYN'W WYRGYH.S2 


Another instructive example of this professional option is a 
long and narrow page (26 cm x 9 cm) on which a brief incan- 
tation for removing scorpions was recorded in identical form 
twenty times. About a quarter of the page, its lower right section, 
is missing. The page was split lengthwise into two with a line, 
and on each side the incantation was written and signed twice 


with an iconic drawing of a scorpion. Under every two such 


copies, a line was drawn across and, at times, the two copies 
were separated by a faint line. The page, then, was divided in the 
course of the writing into extremely small units (each about 2.2 
cm x 4 cm), each one being an amulet ready for use. Clearly 
then, the writer in this case prepared a board of generic amulets, 
intending to give out one or a few at a time, as requested. The 
missing part of the page, which was cut off along the splitting 
lines, probably attests that use of these amulets had already 
began. 

Instructions for the preparation of amulets in the recipe books 
show recourse to a broad variety of materials used in the writing 
of incantations. The materials include leaves, glass, egg, bone, 
papyrus, cloth, paper, leather, and various metals—lead, copper, 
silver, апа gold.** Although sorcerers probably did use all these 
materials, the inventory of the amulets that have reached us does 
not attest to this. The absolute majority of known amulets are 
made of either metal or paper, a result of a combination of the 
survivability of the materials that served for the writing of 
amulets and the climatic conditions in the places where they re- 
mained. Only amulets written on a highly survivable surface or 
amulets that survived in conditions of extreme dryness were pre- 
served over the long period that elapsed from the time of their 
writing to today, and even they show definite traces of the pass- 
ing of time. When seeking to track the use of amulets in late 
antiquity and the early Islamic period, one should beware of 
drawing conclusions based on existing material findings. In this 
regard, the information found in the professional recipe literature 
seems preferable to the evidence of its practical implementation. 


About eighty Jewish amulets from late antiquity and the early 


Islamic period have so far been annotated and published. They 
split into two main and almost equal groups: amulets that were 
excavated and amulets that were preserved in the Cairo Genizah. 
The excavated amulets have been found in the places of their use 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean and at times farther away. 
Given the climatic conditions in these areas, the fact that almost 
all of them are made of inorganic materials should not surprise 
us. Most of these amulets are lamellae—small metal sheets, 
most of relatively cheap metals such as lead, copper, bronze, sil- 
ver, and rarely gold.55 They are seldom bigger than 10 cm long 
and 5 cm wide. They apparently rely on an old tradition of 
apotropaic writing on metal sheets, as attested by two silver 
amulets from the sixth to the fifth century BCE that were found in 
a burial cave in Ketef Hinom (in Jerusalem), where the priestly 
blessing (Numbers 6:24-26) serves as part of the incantation.56 

In general, the adjuration was written on metal amulets by en- 
graving it with a sharp tool (Plates 3 and 4). One exception is a 
Jewish amulet from Babylonia written with ink on a lead board. 
This amulet differs not only from the usual pattern of western 
metal amulets (both Jewish and Hellenistic) but also from the 
inventory of Mandaic metal amulets from Babylonia.5? We also 
have two clay amulets from Palestine. In one, as noted, the adju- 
ration was engraved on soft clay and then fired. The other— 
meant to counteract harmful sorcery (by repeatedly stressing the 
drying of the wet—sea, saliva, weeds, and so forth)—was dried 
after it was engraved.5* 

As noted, the metal amulets were found rolled or folded, at 
times in small metal boxes or wrapped in cloth. Some of them 


were hidden in synagogues, perhaps even where the holy ark was 


of jewelry. Their dimensions did not allow for the writing of de- 
tailed contents in them, as was usual in amulets or on curse 
tablets (defixiones). Their power derived mainly from visual sym- 
bols and from the few names and letters engraved on them, 
which in most cases attest to the integration of Egyptian and 
Greek elements typical of Hellenistic magic (Plate 7). 

Jewish elements appear in the magic gems as well, but they 
do not usually attest to the Jewish origin of these stones. The 
situation is similar regarding amulets in Greek and the extensive 
recipe literature in Greek magical papyri, where Jewish contents 
are evident—usually the names of God, the angels, and the patri- 
archs, often distorted as, for example, Eaaó8 (for 
seva'ot, “hosts"), страў. (for Yisrael), апа 
Абоуоїос and Ehoaios (for Adonai and 
Elohai), which in most cases reflect cultural (or at times profes- 
sional) borrowing by “pagan” sorcerers from Jewish or Christian 
sources. We have no reason to assume that the writers’ use of 
this knowledge implied awareness of the original context of these 
names or symbols or that their use in any way attests to the Jew- 
ish origin of the recipe's author or the amulet's writer. Quite the 
contrary. Often, when these elements were woven into Egyptian 
and Greek elements, Jewish contents were used not only disre- 
garding this context but also in ignorance of their original mean- 
ing. These contents, some of which apparently began their 
course as sources of ritual power through the work of Jewish sor- 
cerers, wandered into the cross-cultural (Jewish-Christian- 
Gnos-tic-"pagan") magic arena of late antiquity and there joined 
the spectrum of performative elements that established the 


magic praxis of the Hellenistic world. 


This approach should also guide the handling of the special 
challenge that the visual richness of the magic gems adds to the 
question about their creators’ cultural and religious identity. 
Here too we must beware of automatically determining that every 
gem on which biblical symbols are engraved is of Jewish origin. 
The number of gems with Jewish elements is quite small, and the 
number of those whose Jewish origin can be determined with 
any certainty by relying on the language of the inscription or on 
such symbols as a menorah, a shofar, or a lulav is perhaps only a 
few dozen. Unfortunately, many of the Jewish gems lack any in- 
scription, so it is hard to determine whether they served magic 
needs or only ornamental purposes. The few remaining stones 
bearing Hebrew, Aramaic, or Hebrew and Greek inscriptions 
contain names of angels and letter combinations typical of adju- 
ration texts, indeed linking them to the inventory of Jewish per- 
formative magic artifacts from late antiquity. 

The most prominent among these artifacts is a carnelian 
stone about 3 cm long with a Greek inscription engraved on one 
side ending with the letters ET BOC TAP AAK AC 
ООФ Z[A] AC TAN IAN ХАЛ. As Ludwig Blau 
noted, this combination is a transcription of the abbreviated pro- 
nunciation that obtains from combinations of letters from the 
Hebrew alphabet in a mode known by the acronym 'atbash 
('aleph-tav, beth-shin, gimel-resh, etc.). This formula does appear 
(almost) in full in Hebrew on the other side of the stone. This 


side is entirely covered by five concentric circles of writing in He- 
brew letters. The text is dense and hard to decipher. At the center 
are the words 'eheye ‘asher 'eheye (1 am that | am) (Exodus 3:14). 


In one of the lines we can identify the words "that you may fear 


this glorious and fearful name YHWH” (Deuteronomy 28:58) 
and on the margins of the writing, the word Israel72 Unques- 
tionably, then, this is a Jewish magic gem. Hence the Greek text 
that invokes “O heaven-form, darkness-form, sea-form, and all- 
form, eternal, leader of myriads, leader of thousands, incon- 
ceivable, (at whose side) myriads of angels stand, eternal, Adó- 
naios, the One who Is” affords us a glimpse into the incantation 
language of Greek-speaking Jews.23 The full decoding of the He- 
brew inscription will hopefully provide information on the pur- 
pose of this adjuration. 

The Jewish magic medallion made of bronze bearing the 
Greek inscription “for the welfare of Madam Matrona” also be- 
longs to this genre. This is a metal sheet about 47/2 cm in diam- 
eter, with a hole apparently drilled on its upper part so that it 
could be tied and worn. The brief inscription and the symbols of 
the menorah, the shofar, and the lulav engraved on both its sides 
resemble magic gems and are far closer to them than to the 
rolled metal amulets.74 

Given the enormous number of magic gems from late antiq- 
uity, which definitely attests to their great popularity throughout 
the eastern Mediterranean, including Palestine, the small number 
of Jewish gems is even more significant.’ It should perhaps be 
interpreted as conveying Jewish reservations about the use of 
apotropaic artifacts of this kind. Indirect confirmation of this hy- 
pothesis can be found in the Jewish literature of magic recipes, 
which does not contain even one recommendation for writing on 


a вете 


Incantation Bowls 


The corpus of Babylonian incantation bowls known today 


numbers more than 2,500 items.Z Not all of them have been 
studied and published, but the current inventory clearly shows 
that at least two-thirds of the texts on the bowls are written in 
Jewish Aramaic. This is a vast textual corpus and, besides the 
Babylonian Talmud, the only one to have reached us from Baby- 
lonian Jewry before the Muslim conquest. The hundreds of addi- 
tional bowls originating in other cultures and religions show that 
in Babylonia, as in the eastern Mediterranean, various nations 
shared a common set of magic beliefs and customs. Each one 
colored it with its special hue and conveyed it in its own lan- 
guage. The way Jews did this leaves no doubt concerning the 
shared cultural foundation of Jewish magic traditions in Baby- 
lonia and Palestine. 

The earliest testimony of the apotropaic use of bowls in 
Mesopotamia dates back to the beginning of the second millen- 
nium BCE. In the Nippur excavations in southern Iraq at the end 
of the 19805, archaeologists found bowls (without writing) in all 
the excavation layers, from the time of the first dynasty in the 
first half of the eighteenth century BCE until the Achaemenid pe- 
riod in the seventh to fourth centuries BCE.78 Usually, the bowls 
(thirty-nine in number) were found in pairs, beside one another, 
and placed against the walls of buildings or under the floor next 
to entrances. According to the excavators, the location of the 
bowls is not random. It points to their ritual burial as a homage 
tied to the construction of buildings or designed to remove pain 
and illness from their dwellers. It thus seems that the use of 
bowls in the Sassanid era and the beginning of the Muslim era 
as a place for writing adjurations for protection from demons, 


witchcraft, and illness is a cultural variation of a magic practice 


that had been widespread in Mesopotamia for thousands of 
years. 

Babylonian adjuration bowls are dated to the fifth to seventh 
centuries CE. This assessment, based on the location of bowls 
that were found in orderly excavations, has now been corrob- 
orated by the discovery of six dated bowls. The dates of the writ- 
ing, mentioned in the bowls as part of the divorce deed formu- 
lation that appears in them, indicate that they are from 544-687 
СЕ.50 The contents and the spread of the bowls (throughout cen- 
tral and southern areas of contemporary Iraq) point to the broad 
dissemination in the use of this type of performative artifact, 
both in geographic and cultural-religious terms. 

As noted, most bowls were written in Jewish Aramaic, and 
their adjuration formulas contain distinctively Jewish contents. 
Among them are names and attributes of God, biblical verses, 
biblical figures and contents, Mishnah passages that include a 
liturgical passage from tractate Zevahim (5:3) and quotations 
from tractates Gittin and Shevu'ot, and talmudic motifs. Among 
the talmudic contents are hints to a midrash on a dispute be- 
tween Moses and the angels (TB Shabbat 88b-8ga), to the story 
of Solomon and Ashmedai (TB Gittin 68a-b), and to the story 
about the encounter between Rabbi Hanina b. Dosa and Agrat, 
daughter of Mahalat (TB Pesahim 1126-113а). Mentioned in the 
bowls are also the names of R. Joshua b. Perahia, Rav Aha b. 
Rav Huna, and several clients bearing the title “Rav.” Although 
their first names are mentioned in rabbinic literature, it is impos- 
sible to identify them as those rabbis, given that in the bowls 
they are referred to by their mother's пате,21 


R. Joshua b. Perahia is mentioned in the bowls as an 


archetype of an exorcist who could ban demons and remove 
them by means of a divorce writ (get).22 The magical divorce 
activated by R. Joshua b. Perahia is mentioned in many bowls, 

at times as a magic historiola whose power their writers sought 
to apply to exorcise the spirits that they themselves confronted. 
A good example of such a historiola appears in the writing in the 


following bowl: 


[By] your name 1 make this amulet that it may be a healing to 
this one, for the threshold of the house [] and any possession 
which he has. | bind the rocks of the earth, and tie down the 
mysteries of heaven, | suppress them [], [I оре, tie and sup- 
press all demons and harmful spirits, all those which are in 
the world, whether masculine or feminine, from their big ones 
to their young ones, from their children to their old ones, 
whether | know his name or | do not know it. In case | do not 
know the name, it has already been explained to me at the 
time of the seven days of creation. What has not been dis- 
closed to me at the time of the seven days of creation was dis- 
closed to me in the deed of divorce that came here from? 
across the sea, which was written and sent to Rabbi Joshua 
bar Perahia. Just as there was a Lilith who strangled human 

beings, and Rabbi Joshua bar Perahia sent a ban against her, 

but she did not accept it because he did not know her name;84 
and her name was written in the deed of divorce and an an- 
nouncement was made against her in heaven by a deed of di- 
vorce that came here from across the sea; so you too are 
roped, tied and suppressed, all of you under the feet of this 
Marnaqa son of Qala. In the name of Gabriel, the mighty hero, 


who kills all heroes who are victorious in battle, and in the 


name of Yehoel who shuts the mouth of all [heroes]. In the 


name of YH ҮН YH Sabaoth. Amen, Amen, Selah.85 


The magic get clearly and explicitly illustrates the connection 
tying Jewish halakhic and legal elements to magic praxis—a 
sympathetic channeling of the legal and social power of the di- 
vorce deed to the demonic. This connection comes forth not 
only in the application of the legal principle of expulsion by 
means of a divorce writ but also in the actual expulsion through 
the wording of the divorce deed itself. Evidence is found, for in- 
stance, in the wording of the following incantation addressing 
demons: 


| cast a lot and take it. And a (magical) act | perform. And that 
(which) was in the court-session of R. Joshua bar Perabia. | 

am writing them a divorce deed (get), to all the male and fe- 
male liliths who appear to this Uri daughter of Maroshita and 
to this Qaqai son of Siporta in the dream of the night and the 

sleep of the day. A divorce writ, а get of releasing and sending 
away. In the name of a character out of a character and char- 
acters out of characters and a name out of the names [] a hol- 
low out of an empty space.55 [] Therefore, | ascended against 
you to the heights. | have brought against you a harmer to de- 
stroy you and remove you from her house and from every 
bedroom of this Uri daughter of Merushita and this Qaqai son 
of Siporta And may you not appear to them, not in the dream 

of the night and not in the sleep of the day. For | have re- 
leased you from them by a document of divorce, and by a 
deed of release and by a letter of dismissal (be-sefer gerushin 


uve-get piturin ve-'igeret shivukin) according to the law of the 


daughters of Israel from this day and forever. Amen, Amen 
Selah, Hallelujah. For Your namesake | have done (this act). 


Gabriel and Michael and Raphael are sealed®? upon this get.5 


The ending of the incantation is based оп R. Judah's reference to 
the wording of the divorce deed as cited in the Mishnah (Gittin 
9:3): "The essential formula in the get is, ‘Lo, you are free to 
marry any man: R. Judah says: ‘Let this be from me your docu- 
ment of divorce and letter of dismissal and deed of release (sefer 
gerushin ve-igeret shivukin ve-get piturin), that you may marry any 
man you wish.” In this case, then, the bowl's scribe seeks to 
apply to the liliths the legal-performative power of the specific 
formula determined by R. Judah stating that a man has divorced 
his wife to expel demons from his clients. 

Another example illustrating the channeling of legal- 
performative power to the area of human-demon relationships 
appears in another bowl, which cites a passage from tractate 
Shevu'ot. The Mishnah discussion in chapter 4 of this tractate 
deals with testimony oaths, meaning the oaths of witnesses who 
are required by a person involved in a civil suit to testify for him 
concerning a financial affair but who know nothing about this af- 
fair. The halakhic deliberation seeks to clarify, among other 
things, what linguistic formulas compel a person to attest to the 
truth of someone's claim of damages and what formulas release 
him from doing so (and accordingly, what to do when the wit- 
ness is guilty if it emerges that he lied in his oath). The Mishnah 
states (Shevu'ot 4:13): 


[Should someone turn to witnesses and seek to compel them 


to testify for him by stating] “I adjure you (mashbi 


‘alekhem), | command you, | bind you” [and it is later found 
they lied when swearing they had not known] they are liable. [If 
he seeks to compel them to testify for him by stating] “by 
heaven and earth"—they are exempt. [And if] “by ‘alef dale?" 
[ie., by Adonai], by уой he’ [.е., by YHWH], by Shaddai, by 
Seva'ot [hosts] by merciful and gracious, by the long- 

suffering one, by the one abounding in kindness or by any of 


the substitutes [for the name], they are liable. 


The last option, which presents a case in which a person seeks 
to compel the witnesses to testify by mentioning the names of 
God and their substitutes and states that this act is indeed legally 
compelling, is the one that interests me. The reason is that this 
is precisely the legal-performative validity that the writer of one of 
the bowls sought to realize in the incantation for exorcising 
demons. 


Again, | put under oath and adjure you evil demons, (and) 
strong and powerful sorceries that you shall depart and go out 
of the house of Abandad son of Batgada and from the 
dwelling of Sami daughter of Parsita.... If you appear as a pig | 
adjure and put you under oath by means of YHW YHW. If you 
appear as a ram | adjure and put you under oath by 'alef dalet, 
by уой he’, by Shaddai, by Seva'ot, by merciful and gracious, 

by the long-suffering one, by the one abounding in kindness 
or by any of the substitutes (for the name). If you appear as a 
dog | adjure and put you under oath by means of | am that | 


am? 


The list of names in the Mishnah (including the concluding 


reference to “any of the substitutes [for the name]"), which in the 
original serves to denote linguistic formulas endowed with legal 
(human) enforcement powers, becomes here an incantation for- 
mula endowed with performative (supernatural) power, address- 
ing the demons in order to expel them. In this case too, then, we 
see an attempt to have elements from Halakhah brought into 
play in the magical act of writing incantation bowls. 

Beside these issues and the other biblical and talmudic ele- 
ments mentioned, typical names of angels and linguistic for- 
mulas that appear in the liturgy and in Hekhalot and Merkavah 
literature also occur in the bowls.2! All of them together reflect 
the sitz im Kultur of the Jewish bowls. Beside them, bowls in Syr- 
iac, Mandaic, and Pahlavi that include Christian, Mandaic, 
Manichean, Zoroastrian, and "pagan" cultural and religious ele- 
ments attest to their creation and their use in these 
communities.22 

Babylonian magic bowls are made of fired clay. They are usu- 
ally 15-20 cm in diameter, though bigger and smaller ones have 
also been located. They are simple and usually do not have any 
patterns or ornamentations. Most are entirely concave, and a 
minority are flat-bottomed. The adjuration, usually a reasonably 
long text, is written in ink on the inner side of the bowl, usually in 
a spiral pattern from the center to the margins. Less widespread 
forms of writing are in a spiral pattern from the margins to the 
center, dividing the surface of the bowl and then writing in lines 
in each part, writing in concentric circles, and writing in the 
shape of rays radiating from the center to the margins (Plates 
8-10).24 At times, an illustration is added at the center of the 


bowl that resembles, reveals, and presents the demon or 


demons addressed in the adjuration. Some look human and 
some monstrous. The human-like demons are often drawn with 
their hands, feet, and neck tied in chains and surrounded by a 
circle—a visual performative expression of their subjugation, 
binding, isolation, and removal from the human realm (repre- 
sented by the word/speech/writing/adjuration that constrains 
them all around, overwhelms them, and coerces their expulsion), 
complementing and strengthening the power of the incantation 
(Plates 11-13).25 The contents of the adjurations show that most 
of the bowls were used in a struggle against demons and harm- 
ful witchcraft, which were viewed as the force behind all human 
calamities and failures. A few bowls were also written for other 
purposes: sending harmful witchcraft, attaining love, finding 
favor with someone, and commercial success.95 

A few pairs of bowls, bearing signs of their mutual tying and 
with tar seal marks still recognizable on their sides and bases, at- 
test to the practice of protection from harmful witchcraft. These 
bowls bear the name qibla' (from the root qbl, meaning 
“against,” in the sense of a countercharm) and were meant to re- 
turn the harmful witchcraft to the sender, thereby preventing 
harm to the client for whom they had been written. The sealing 
together of the bowls facing one another is a powerful symbolic 
expression of their purpose, which is made explicit in their adju- 
ration formulas.57 

The bowls, then, were intended mainly to protect clients, their 
homes, their families, and at times their households from harm- 
ful agents or to expel the harmful agents when unfortunate life 
circumstances suggested that they had invaded the life space or 


the bodies of the bowl users. As in the case of the amulets, the 


bowls also drew their power from the adjurations written on 
them. The visual icons, however, probably had some perfor- 
mative (and not necessarily aesthetic) significance as well. The 
circle motif was also probably important and actually dictated the 
choice of a bowl as the basis for writing adjurations and the 
mode of the writing.2 Several examples of incantation formulas 
in bowls are given in the following discussion.10° 
The first bowl was written to heal Mahoy, son of Imma, from 

various demons and injurious spirits and to protect him from 
them. Its language points to a desire to seal any possible crack in 
the magic protection wall by, on the one hand, precisely detailing 
all aspects—the name of the client, the time, the place, the harm- 
ful agents removed, and their mode of appearance—and, on the 
other, generalizing them. The text reads: 


Healing from heaven to Mahoy son of Imma, who is named 

Barshuti, and any other name he (may) have from childhood. 
May he be healed from the barogta’ (cataract demon),!0! male 
and female, and from the evil spirit that appears in appear- 
ances and the nida’ (uncleanness?) spirit and from the deiva’ 
(a type of demon) and the nidra’ (vow) and the sheda’ 
(demon) and the pulin (shadow-spirits) and from [ ] and 

from the evil affliction (demon) and from the blast (demon) 
and the tormentor (spirits) and from every evil thing, so that 
they should not come upon him, Mahoy son of Imma, from 

this day for ever. Amen Amen Selah. A song and praise and 
deeds (2) and might for the king of the kings of kings, may He 
be blessed. By His great name, | adjure and invoke against 
you, the male and female cataract, demons, déws, evil spirit, 


nidra’ by witchcraft,!22 and all other spirits and all other 


(demonic) tormentors that the God of Israel created in the 
world,293 May you not bind Mahoy son of Imma from this 

day for ever. Amen Amen Selah. | adjure and invoke against 
you, male and female cataract, that you should not come 
against Mahoy son of Imma, and that you should not tie him 

up or chain him. That you should not come in through the 
way he comes or go out the way he goes out, and you should 
not turn (after him) at the place where he turns, and that he 
should not have a misfortune either by day or by night, and 
that you should not subdue him, you, the male and female 
cataract, (him,) Mahoy son of Imma, either from his right 

side or from his left side, and you should not sit upon the 
house (2) [] that appear to him in evil appearances and in evil 
thoughts and in terrifying fears. And that you should not ap- 
pear to him in any form or appearance as you appear to peo- 
ple. And that you should not [ ] [male and] female from 
Мађоу, son of Imma, from the way he enters and the way he 

goes out, and his residence and from the four corners of his 
house, of Barshuti son of Imma, and that you should go to 


[ancther?] place []. By the name of [] Amen Selah.104 


This bowl is an expression of a precise and rigorous trend in the 
writing of incantations that is meant to ensure the client as her- 
metic a defense as possible. Many bowls are written in this kind 
of detailed style, but not all. 

The next bowl is an example of a brief and succinct incan- 
tation. This one too was written for healing purposes, except that 
in this case the illness was tied to injurious witchcraft cast upon 
the client. The purpose of the bowl is to cancel the effects of this 


witchcraft. It seeks to do so through the combined power of holy 


names and a biblical verse (Numbers 10:35) dealing with God's 


power to overcome his foes and enemies and make them flee. 


Healing from heaven to Madar-Afri daughter of Anushay. May 
there lie in the dust the i 


juries of vows of every place and 
every shaded place.!^5 And every evil thing, and whatever op- 
presses Madar-Afri daughter of Апиѕһау,108 the sorcery and 
the charms which are cast, (all) will be pressed and hidden in 
the earth before her. By the power of his army! “And it came to 
pass, when the ark set forward, that Moses said Rise up, 
YHWH, and let Your enemies be scattered, and let flee before 
You" (Numbers 10:35). 'QDD W'BR' Amen Amen Selah.107 


Anyone reading this brief incantation in its original language will 
immediately notice the numerous errors in it. They point to the 
writer's limited literacy on the one hand and to his professional 
strategy on the other. He undoubtedly mastered Aramaic but 
negligently and unintelligibly garbled the name of the client and 
her mother. He cited the verse correctly but could not write in 
Hebrew. He may have copied it from a garbled source, but, more 
likely, he knew it by heart. In any event, the space left in the verse 
after "let" is not a mistake but a deliberate act. The omission of 
"them that hate You" (mesan'ekha) is a sympathetic act meant to 
omit, erase, and dismiss Mādar-Āfri's enemies, against whose 
witchcraft the bowl was meant to work.105 

The character of this type of sorcery is also revealed in the 
bowls' language. The next bowl, which makes extensive sympa- 
thetic use of aggressive biblical verses, including the curse vers- 
es in Deuteronomy, is a good example of the way the plot was 


devised. At the beginning of the incantation, surrounding the 


drawing of a person or a demon, are several words, including un- 
clear names, surrounded by a circle. After them, the following 


text appears: 


And all the vomit (2) and spittle of Yehudah son of Nanay, 
that his tongue may dry up in his mouth, that his spittle may 
dissolve in this throat, that his legs may dry, that sulphur and 
fire may burn in him, that his body may be struck by scalding, 
that he may be choked, become estranged, become disturbed 
to the eyes of all those who see him, and that he may be 
banned, broken, [о], finished, vanquished, and that he may 
die, and that a flame may come upon him from heaven, and 
Shiver seize him, and a fracture catch him, and a rebuke burn 
in him. May the following verse apply to him: they shall fall 
and not агіѕе,109 and there will be no power for them to stand 
up after their defeat, !'? and there will be no healing to their af- 
fliction. "Their eyes will darken, so that they see not, and their 
loins will be made by you continually to shake" (Psalms 
69:24). "Let their habitation b[e] desolate, and none dwell in 
their tents" (Psalms 69:26). May the following verse apply 
to him: "And my wrath shall wax hot, and 1 will kill you with 
the sword, and your wives shall be widows and your [children] 
fatherless” (Exodus 22:23). And the following may apply to 
Yehudah son of Nanay: "The Lord shall smite you with a con- 
sumption and with a fever and with an inflammation and with 
an extreme burning and with the sword and with blasting and 
with [mildew] and they shall pursue you [until you perjish" 
(Deuteronomy 28:22). "The Lord shall smite you in the knees 
and in the legs with a fes[tering eruption] that cannot be 


healed from the sole of your foot on to the top of your head" 


(Deuteronomy 28:35). “The Lord shall smite you with mad- 
ness and blindness and astonishment of heart" (Deuteron- 
оту 28:28). “And you shall eat the Я[еѕһ of your sons and the 
fllesh of your daughters” (Leviticus 26:29). The throat of 
Yehudah son of Nanay shall not swallow and his [glullet shall 
[n]ot eat, choking shall fall on his palate, and paralysis shall 
fall on his [2]. The following verse will ap[ply to Һ]іт: “The na- 
tions shall see and be confused at all their mig[ht. They shall 
Пау their h[and on their mou]th, their ears shall be dear, they 
shall lick [the dust] like a serpent. [They shall move] out of 
their holes like worms of the earth" (Micah 736-17). "The 
Lord will not spare him but then the anger of the Lord and his 
jealousy shall smoke against that man and [all the curses that 
are written in this] book [shall lie upon him] and the Lord shall 
blot out his name from under heaven" (Deuteronomy 29:19). 
So shall the name of Yehudah son of Nanay be blotted out 
and [his memory (2)] shall be uprooted from the world just as 
was blotted out the name of [Amalek (?)] may his members be 
pressed down and may there be done to him and come (upon 
him) judgment, omen and misfortune swiftly, with an inflam- 
mation, ear ригиепсе,112 an itch, with lice and black illness, 
and with shivering and lice [] a pirate and a satan. And in the 
name of SS'RB the angel, and in the name of MWT and 
YRWRU3 and 'NHYD and 'YSTR TWR' and STYWY and the 

spirit which resides in the cemetery, all should lean on Yehu[- 


dah son of Nanay). 


Bowls’ writers, then, made a good deal when they made their 
professional services available for the benefit of the collective. 


On the one hand, they functioned as agents of harmful magic in 


the service of whoever wanted to harm another. On the other, 
they offered protection from such acts of witchcraft with the 
same linguistic and ritual means, but this time to offset the 
witchcraft. We need not assume that the same writer was respon- 
sible for both aspects in any particular case, but in the broad so- 
cial perspective reflected in the bowls, as professionals skilled in 
the activation of ritual power in the service of the individual, they 
served the interests of both parties. 

Information concerning the professional aspects of writing 
bowls is limited. It is based mainly on bowls whose incantation 
formulas, all or some of them, are parallel. These parallel ver- 
sions exist in bowls written by the same scribe (and at times for 
the same client), by different scribes from the same culture, and 


even in bowls written in different languages (i.e., in different cul- 


tural and religious communities). They attest to the existence of 
set incantation formulas, passed from generation to generation 
either orally or in lost magic texts. At the same time, they also at- 
test to the writer's freedom to use them for the purpose of adapt- 
ing them to the circumstances of the writing. 

Bowls written by the same person point to two methods of 
writing. At times the writers copied the same incantation into 
several bowls, and at times they displayed professional indepen- 
dence and creativity in their writing. In the latter case, they chose 
passages of adjurations, powerful verses, names of demons and 
angels, and opening and closing formulas from the available 
pool of oral or written professional material and wove them to- 
gether, according to the circumstances of the bowl preparation, 
into a unique incantation formula. Parallels between bowls by 


different writers, at times from different religions, point to the 


transfer of magic knowledge in professional circles of bowl writ- 
ers, within as well as outside the religious community. lS 

Most of the surviving bowls have reached the West through 
antique dealers, and they lack context. Those that were found in 
archaeological excavations shed light on the use that was made 
of them. Almost all the bowls located in situ were found in living 
quarters and placed either inversely or in pairs—one inside the 
other or one against the other—mainly in the comers of living 
quarters or under the threshold and at times in the courtyard.116 
The bowls may have served as traps for demons, which were as- 
sumed to dwell in the corners and on the threshold, as indicated 
by the wording of some of the incantations.» It is more likely, 
however, that their users sought to delimit this space from the 
beginning, so that injurious agents would not enter the house. 
The bowls obviously could have performed a dual function: 
delimiting and curbing from the start and entrapping and remov- 
ing after the fact. In any event, instructions for use that appear on 
the outside of some of the bowls—"for the center of the thresh- 
old, "for the middle gate of the entrance,” "for the lower 


vestibule,” “for the inner room of the eating house"—show that 
they were not randomly hidden. Their placement was deliberately 
planned by those who produced them, and those people also 
guided their clients on how to use them.118 

The names of clients (and those of their mothers) mentioned 
in the Jewish incantation bowls and the language of the instruc- 
tions for their location that were sometimes written on the out- 
side to guide the clients are valuable information sources. 
Names of women, for instance, denote their share in the public 


of bowl consumers as opposed to the men mentioned in them, 


whereas clients referred to as Rav may point to the client's social 
status. Yet the names and the language of the instructions attest 
that the clients may not have belonged to the same community 
as the bowls’ creators. Writers of Jewish bowls whose magic 
practice attained renown served a broad community of both Jews 
and non-Jews." Cooperation was not just one way, nor was it 
confined to the bowls’ use; it also came forth in the bowls’ cre- 
ation. 

So far, we have no evidence of Jewish clients using bowls 
from a different cultural and religious origin (i.e, we do not 
know of bowls written in languages other than Jewish Aramaic 
mentioning names of clients who proved to be Jewish). Clearly, 
however, writers of Jewish bowls did not refrain from using for- 
eign performative languages or even supernatural powers foreign 
to Judaism known to us from other sources. In doing so, they 
participated in the cross-cultural magic syncretism of Babylonia 
in late antiquity, which we also find in the cultures of the eastern 
Mediterranean. This cross-cultural mutual borrowing, which was 
based on a shared magic approach on the one hand and on prag- 
matic motivations on the other, is manifest throughout the cor- 
pus of Babylonian bowls, regardless of their cultural and reli- 


gious origin. 


Magic Skulls 
Adjuration skulls became known at the beginning of the twen- 
tieth century, when Montgomery first discussed an item of this 
kind that had been preserved at the University of Pennsylvania 
Museum. Because of the state of the skull, particularly of the 
written signs on its external smooth side (and so in all the 


skulls), the writing could not be deciphered. Yet, on the basis of 


the few readable words—ruhin, lilta', ‘ant ruah, and several 
first names—the skull is presumed to have served in the struggle 
against demons, probably in the way incantation bowls had. 121 
Clearer evidence of this use of a human skull has become 
available recently in the shape of a particularly small skull, prob- 
ably of an elderly woman, which is in the Shlomo Moussaieff col- 
lection. We have no information about the location or the cir- 
cumstances of this finding except that the skull was apparently 
found between two clay bowls tied facing one another. The 
incantation that appears on it is jumbled, but the words “Healing 


from heaven ... may there be for Marta" are clearly visible. This 


wording and the rest of the readable components in the adju- 
ration are extremely similar to incantations in Babylonian magic 
bowls.122 

These findings join two adjuration skulls and a fragment from 
another incantation skull that are relatively well preserved and 
kept in the Pergamon Museum in Berlin (Plates 14 and 15). No 
information is available on the location or circumstances of their 
finding either. One of the skulls is covered in what seem to be 
meaningless writing signs, and on its front is a drawing of an 
iconic figure similar to figures that often appear in the bowls. On 
the other skull, the text of a long, though jumbled, incantation 
has been preserved, similar in character to the bowls’ texts. An- 
gels and other entities are mentioned in it by their names and ti- 
tles, although the purpose of adjuring them remains vague. The 
fragment of the third skull contains several broken words. 

Altogether, then, we know about remnants of five magic 
human skulls. In all of them an Aramaic incantation was written 


on the upper part of the skull, and in one case a figure was also 


drawn. The linguistic and visual contents of the skulls seem to 
locate them in the world of the magic bowl writers. Unfortu- 
nately, none of the texts are continuous or broad enough to en- 
able us to learn about unique aspects of their use, if any, in the 
context of Jewish Babylonian magic activity in general, which is 
widely recorded in the incantation Боміѕ.122 

The Babylonian Talmud tells of a skull with the inscription zot 
ve-'od ‘aheret (this and something besides) that R. Hiyya bar 
Abuya found at the gates of Jerusalem. The skull's "refusal" to be 
buried despite R. Hiyya's recurrent attempts to do so (a refusal 
that led R. Hiyya to determine that this was the skull of King 
Yehoyakim) is a magic narrative motif that may hint at the au- 
thor's insight into the power of such artifacts. In any event, even 
if the story relies on familiarity with written skulls, it does not re- 
veal any magic use of them or any fear of a potential harmful 
power that they might bear.!24 

The use of human limbs, though extremely rare in Jewish 
magic practice, is not entirely absent from it. In the Magical 
Sword literature, for example, it is suggested to seek guidance 
from the dead by whispering in his left ear, that is, through his 
corpse (presumably before the burial). In a book of recipes from 
the Cairo Genizah, a "bone from the fingers of a dead human 
hand" or possibly the entire hand (together with "virgin wax," 
sulfur, and a rope used in a hanging) is required for a charm ap- 
plied to the finding of a treasure.125 Writing on human skulls is 
not mentioned in the professional magic literature (just as writ- 
ing on bowls is not mentionedl), but the incantation skulls are 
themselves incontrovertible evidence of the Jewish use of human 


limbs in the performance of тарїс.125 


Summary 

The unique contribution of performative artifacts to the study of 
Jewish magic culture is manifest at several levels. First, the ob- 
jects attest to the actual performance of magic, which can often 
be located quite precisely historically and geographically. The sil- 
ver lamellae from Ketef Hinom are the earliest insider evidence 
of Jewish magic culture available to us, and, except for a few pas- 
sages of magic writings from Qumran, performative artifacts are 
the sole testimony of that kind until the time of the Cairo 
Genizah.12? 

Second, although the available performative artifacts consti- 
tute a random sample, they do enable us to point out realms of 
the Jews’ practical interest in magic as they actually existed. 
Obviously, this information is not comprehensive, but what was 
recorded in the surviving amulets and bowls—protection and 
healing from demons and evil spirits, preventing miscarriages, 
gaining love, finding favor, improving trade, finding a treasure, 
overall success, protection from enemies and suppressing and 
harming them—is decidedly factual. 

Third, these artifacts provide direct knowledge about nontex- 
tual aspects of magic—the substance, form, mode of writing, 
visual aspects, ritual (such as throwing into fire), location of the 
artifact, and so forth. 

Fourth, the performative artifacts allow us to trace the connec- 
tions between magic instructions and their actual performance. 
Such a comparison and the comparison of the adjuration ver- 
sions that orthographic analysis indicates were written by the 
same person point to set patterns of Jewish magic practice over 


centuries and to the freedom of professional creativity that 


sorcerers took for themselves when they used these set patterns 
to create amulets or incantation bowls for their clients. The com- 
monly held view of magic as an absolutely precise technique, 
compelling charm writers to abide rigorously and precisely by 
the detailed instructions if seeking success, had apparently been 
based on the magic instructional literature. This literature details 
the magic actions required for every specific matter in great detail 
and thereby creates the justified impression that no deviance is 
allowed at all. The performative artifacts show that their writers, 
who surely used magic guidebooks, did not approach them with 
awe and allowed themselves professional improvisations when 
writing incantations. Several cases even attest to the care- 
lessness of incantation writers concerning the recipes they used. 
Thus, for example, the owner of the trilingual amulet from Egypt 
copied twice, in both Aramaic and Greek, the instructions for 
preparing the amulet as though they were part of the 
adjuration 128 

Last, the performative artifacts contain extensive sociological 
information concerning the users of magic. The names of the 
clients and the names of their mothers expose their gender, reli- 
gious, class, and family ties. Through them we learn about the 
proportion of men and women clients and about their goals in 
using magic support, about the relationships between Gentile 
clients and Jewish sorcerers, about a certain client turning to sor- 
cerers of different religions, about family ties between clients, 
and about family problems manifest in groups of incantations 
that were written for members of the same family. The drawback 
of performative artifacts lies precisely in what singles them out: 


their being the end product of magic activity, that is, focused, 


targeted products containing relatively little textual information. 
We cannot learn from them the entire ritual process involved in 
their preparation (purification rituals, the time and place of the 
preparation, rituals tied to the writing, and so forth). Information 
about the worldview in whose context they were ordered, created, 
and used is also quite limited. These shortcomings are offset by 
the other magic writings, guidebooks, and treatises that greatly 
enrich our knowledge on these subjects. 


INSTRUCTIONAL LITERATURE: MAGIC RECIPES AND TREA- 
TISES 

Magic guidebooks are the professional literature of Jewish practi- 
tioners, who offered their services to the community. The scope 
of this rich body of literature, as known today, includes hundreds 
of suggestions for performing magic in almost every area of life. 
Many of these magic recipes survive as fragmented lists in the 
Cairo Genizah. At times, these lists seem to have been torn off 
from a body of magic literature whose only organizing principle 
had been to ensure effective searching (and at times even this 
principle is not evident). Another part of this instructional liter- 
ature was created or collected and organized in structured trea- 
tises, arranged according to one of the following patterns: (1) a 
professional principle, such as systematic use of psalms or of 
the liturgical blessings of the Amidah prayer (Shimush Tehillim, 
Shimush 18 Berakhot); (2) a performative nucleus, that is, a pow- 
erful name or an artifact capable of performing various actions 
(such as Sefer ha-Yashar, Sefer ha-Malbush, 'Arba'ah Yesodot, and 
the Magical Sword literature) or having a defined purpose (such 
as ‘Inyan Sotah and Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva); or (3) а coherent 
literary framework (Sefer ha-Razim and Нага de-Moshe). These 
are magic books above all, with notes suggesting specific actions 
at their core. Framing these operational suggestions in theo- 
retical and literary contexts, however, occasionally yielded writ- 
ings through which we can track down the foundations of a 
worldview in which magic not only had an anchorage but was 


also logical and meaningful. 


Magic Recipes 


The Dead Sea Scrolls provide the earliest evidence of a Jewish 


magic literature. Among the thousands of fragments found in the 
Qumran caves are several segments dealing with adjurations for 
exorcising evil spirits and for protection from them.128 Although 
all are extremely fragmented and reading them requires much fill- 
ingin of blanks, their magic-exorcising context is unques- 
tionable. In one case (a vellum fragment), we seem to be reading 
a partial text from a book of recipes of the genre discussed 
here.138 This vellum fragment contains two columns of six frag- 
mented lines dealing with the expulsion of various kinds of ill- 
ness, fever, and pain that are demonically personified: “male 
Ililhy' and female Ihlhyt ... fever and shivering and the fire of 

the heart ... male prk and female pkyt” (4Q560). Possibly, the 
same applies to scroll 11011, which, despite its particularly bad 
state, appears to be a collection of adjurations for exorcising 
demons." The brief fragment 805, which includes four frag- 
mented lines of which the first is “[] by Your name [m]ighty one | 


scare and []," also seems to be part of ап adjuration.!32 The 
hymns of the Maskil, designed “in order to frighten and terrify] 
all the spirits of the raving angels, demons, Lilith, owls, and 
[jackals}," which were preserved in two parallel versions (40510 
and 49511) and provide the first testimony of the use of Psalm 91 
for protection from demons and evil spirits, are also part of the 
antidemonic Qumran literature and, in that sense, also of the 
magic literature discussed here.33 These passages from the 
scrolls afford a glimpse into the practical aspect of the belief in 
demons and evil spirits in the Judean desert sect: the existence 
of linguistic performative practices for the protection of the sec- 
t's members. If this is indeed a passage from a magic book of 


recipes, then this is the earliest concrete testimony of the Jewish 


people having such a literature. 

An additional link in the chain of evidence pointing to the 
existence of Jewish magic recipe literature is two fragments from 
Aramaic magical papyri that were found in Egypt, dated to the 
fifth to sixth centuries CE. One was found in Oxyrhyncus and 
contains fragmented traces of at least two recipes. One recipe 
mentions the binding and adjuration of demons. The other 
recipe opens with the words “For a dog who bit a person” and is 
meant as a cure for the bite of a rabid dog. The other papyrus 
fragment is one of five found together in an unknown location. 
The readable part of the text is extremely fragmented, but the or- 
ganization of the script (which contains many magic allusions) 
on the papyrus and the context of its finding (together with 
magic recipes in Greek and Coptic) strengthen the hypothesis 
that this is indeed a passage from a Jewish book of recipes. 13% 

The gist of the magic instructional literature from late antiq- 
uity and the early Islamic period survives in later manuscripts. 
The earliest were found in the Cairo Genizah. According to cod- 
icological and paleographic data, they are dated to the eleventh 
to thirteenth centuries and at times even later (up to the six- 
teenth century), but their contents are probably earlier. So far, a 
few dozen pages from recipe books found in the Genizah have 
appeared in print. This is only a small part of the magic literature 
in the Genizah, but the hundreds of recipes contained in it and in 
the large magic treatises Sefer ha-Razim and Harba de-Moshe are 
a trove of information touching on almost all aspects of Jewish 
magic culture.?35 

The surviving manuscripts show that the lists of recipes for 


performing magic rituals collected in grimoires were often 


organized on a professional and practical basis so as to facilitate 
the search for them. Related matters were placed contiguously 
and in order (a prominent example is the list in Harba de-Moshe) 
(Plate 21). Recipes for the same purpose were placed together 
and, at times, instructions for the performance and annulment of 
an act were joined.136 

All these recipes have a similar linguistic pattern. Their title, 
which is often preceded by greater spacing or by a graphic sign 
visually denoting the beginning of the section, declares their pur- 
pose: “for a crying boy,” “for hatred,” “for a woman who has not 
become pregnant,” “for a spirit stirring in the body,” “for depriv- 
ing an officer of his rank,” “for a woman to follow you,” “for the 
opening of the heart” ( 


.e., for improving one's study and mem- 
ory), and so forth. Another linguistic pattern common in recipe 
titles is, "if you wish to/that" plus the purpose of the act, such 
as, "if you wish the earth (meaning a distance) to shorten before 
you," "if you wish to walk on water without your leg drowning,” 
"if you wish to see the sun," and “if you wish to kill a person."137 
They are followed by performance instructions in imperative, 
male, singular wordings, such as “take,” "give," “write,” and 
“immerse."138 These instructions detail the acts to be performed 
(including the determination of the time, the place, the materials 
of the sorcery, and the order of the actions), the words and the 
names to be uttered or written, and the magic signs—the 
charactéres—that sometimes accompany them.!3? These instruc- 
tions sometimes open with a description of a preliminary cere- 
mony of purification to be performed by the adjurer to ensure 
success and may end with a general requirement, such as “do 


this in purity and you will succeed” (Plates 18-20). 


Many recipes also include, usually at the end, a recommen- 
dation bearing on their quality and their proven powers through 
wordings such as “tested and proven,” “clear and absolutely 


true," “good and proper and tested and true.” This evaluation, 
when accompanying a recipe, highlights its special quality, ac- 
cording to the book's author (or whoever he copied the recipe 
from). In some books, however, such evaluations are so com- 
mon that almost all the suggested actions are highly recom- 
mended. In such cases, what we witness is the style of the au- 
thor, whose professional personality is imposed on all the mate- 
rial collected and edited in the book.149 

Books also differ in the complexity of the suggested rituals 
and in the detail concerning their mode of performance. Harba 
de-Moshe and Sefer ha-Razim are good examples of recipes that 
differ in what appears to be their authors’ professional style. 
Harba de-Moshe suggests simple actions, at times merely utter- 
ing a few holy names (but only following a three-day purification 
rituall). Sefer ha-Razim details at great length complex rituals that 
often require unusual materials and performance at unusual 
times and places. Magic rituals often differ in the details of the 
performance instructions and in the required modes of perfor- 
mance. In such cases, however, when the rituals in a particular 
treatise are characterized by a similar performative style, differ- 
ences not only touch on specific details but also extend to the 
professional style of the magicians who wrote them. Let me 
demonstrate with the following three examples of recipes. 


The first recipe is brief and simple. 


For pain in the stomach and for pain in the intestines, say 
over water from YYHQLTYH until YYSWSWGYH and he 


should drink (it) 282 
The second recipe, of “proven” effectiveness, is more complex. 


For a theft. If you suspect that a man has stolen something 
from you but you do not know who took it, if you know the 
names of the suspects, take clay of the kind used to make pot- 
tery and write the suspects’ names on paper, each one sepa- 
rately, according to the number of the suspects. And make as 
many rolls from the clay as there are written names of the sus- 
pects, and place the name of each suspect in a roll, and the 
roll should be (shaped) like a nut. And put all the rolls in a 
recipient full of water, in a bowl or a glass, and say over the 
glass containing the rolls the entire psalm, “A Maskil of Asaf. 
Give ear, O my people, to my Torah” (Psalms 78), and you 
will then see the roll containing the written name of the thief 
splitting into two or three, and the written text will be floating 
on the water. You should catch him because [he] is the thief. 
And this is a great wonder because the roll containing the 
written name of the thief will split and others will not. And this 


is true 142 


The third recipe is detailed and hard to perform, and at the end is 
a sign of its success. 


If you wish to turn the king's opinion to your favor, or (that of 
) the chief of the army, or a rich man, or a ruler, or a judge of 
a city, or all the citizens of the state, or (if you wish to turn to 
your favor) the heart of a great or wealthy woman, or the heart 
of a beautiful woman, (do this). Take a lion cub and slaughter 


it with a bronze knife and catch its blood and tear out its heart 


and put its blood in the midst (of the heart) and write the 
names of these (above mentioned) angels in blood upon the 
skin between its eyes; then wash it out with wine three years 
old and mix (the wine) with the blood. And take three of the 
chief spices, istorgon and myrrh and muskj4 and stand 
clean and pure, facing the star Venus and put the spices on 
the fire; then take in your hand the cup in which are the wine 
and the blood and call оп the name of the overseer and the 
names of the angels of this encampment. (Do this) twenty- 
one times over the blood and over the wine and say to the star 
Venus, the name, which is Aphrodite ... and the angel Has- 
diel: | adjure you in the name of the angels of the fourth en- 
campment who serve QLMY' that you bring around for me 
(the heart of ) King N and the heart of his army and the heart 
of his ministers (and put them under) my hand, 1, М son of М, 
and | will find favor and mercy before him and he will do my 
wish and desire whenever | ask (anything) from him." And 
when you finish repeating the adjuration twenty-one times, 
look up and you will see (something) like a coal of fire de- 


scending into the blood and wine. 


The importance of the magic recipe literature lies in its trove 
of information concerning all performative aspects of magic. 
First, it exposes the strains and aspirations that Jews in antiquity 
and the early Islamic period tried to deal with through this prac- 
tice, revealing the broad spectrum of life realms where these 
emerged and attesting to the deep penetration of magic into the 
daily life of this Jewish society. Second, it exposes the range of 
means in use in this society to attain ritual power, which was 


channeled to deal with all these aims: preliminary rituals required 


from the sorcerer (especially abstention rituals in contexts of sex, 
food, and impurity as well as immersion, prayer, and adjuration) 

and elements of the magic ritual itself (the materials required for 
it, its time and place, the actions to be performed, the mode of 
uttering or writing the adjurations and their wording, the mode of 
using performative artifacts, and other such matters). Finally, it 
points to the supernatural entities that the sorcerer seeks to sup- 
press or enlist into action through his charms and to the world- 

view in whose context this action is considered possible. 

Some of these aspects can also be found to a lesser extent in 
the performative artifacts, as noted earlier. Others, as will be 
shown, are discussed at great length in the literary framework of 
the magic treatises. The recipes’ unique contribution is the broad 
scope they present to the reader of the detailed ritual acts in- 
volved in implementing the adjurations. The quantity and diver- 
sity of the magic recipes—the breadth and vast amount of infor- 
mation they hold—add to the information found in the perfor- 
mative artifacts concerning the language and the aims of the ad- 
jurations. Contrary to these artifacts, however, which are prod- 
ucts of actual magic activity, we cannot be sure that the magic in- 
structions of the guidebooks were indeed ever implemented. Yet 
| find no reason to assume that the opposite is true, certainly not 
as a sweeping assertion.!46 This is a professional literature 
whose performative contexts have been demonstrated through 
its parallels in amulets. Hence, even if not every detail of it can 
be seen as an expression of concrete ritual activity, this literature 
does reflect the theory of Jewish magic as developed and pre- 
served in circles charged with its realization. Questions such as 


how to find a young lion or how to use the blood of a man and a 


woman (to tie them in love without their knowledge)!4 or how to 
determine whether someone wrote on an egg with his semen? 
obviously dictate the terms of the discussion on the possibility 
of implementing the practice suggested in the recipes. They do 
not, however, undermine recognition of the professional and 
substantive level of this literature on the part of those who chose 
to preserve this information in their books. 

This should also be the attitude toward magic deeds whose 
objectives may appear unreasonable, such as speaking to the 
dead, shortening voyage distances (qefisat ha-derekh), walking 
on water, or speaking with the sun to gather hidden knowledge 
or to coerce it (as a persona) to act according to the adjurer's 
will.'49 Although most of the aims suggested in the recipes touch 
on more mundane matters, we have no reason to assume that no 
attempts were made to realize desires of this type as well. Magic 
is a serious professional matter for one who believes in its effi- 
cacy and certainly for one applying it for clients who reward such 
performance with money and gratitude. Even without knowing 
what part of the professional literature was actually implemented, 
the potential of aims and actions in Jewish magic culture is wide- 
ly evident in the magic recipes. The theoretical framework of the 
magic treatises anchors this potential in a cosmology that grants 
it internal coherence and rationality. 


Magic Treatises 

Jewish treatises on magic from the period discussed here split 
into several groups according to their organizing principle: a 
methodological-professional principle, a performative nucleus, 
or a literary structure.59 Some of them, as will be shown, are 


broad and well organized, whereas others are fragmented. | 


briefly review these works according to the suggested division. 
The division is fundamentally methodological, and some of 
these works do not entirely fit into it. 

The first group, based on the organization of the work around 
some methodological-professional principle, includes two works 
and two genres (by genre | refer to a range of works or fragments 
of works that share the same professional principle and reflect 
more than one manifestation of it). The genres are the (magical) 
use of psalms and the (magical) use of the liturgical blessings. 
The works are Sheva‘ Ma‘alot (Seven Steps) and ‘Arba‘ah Yesodot 
(Four Foundations). The organizing principle of the two genres 
is a systematic use of the canonical texts according to the order 
of the psalms or of the blessings. The performative use of 
psalms was already known in Qumran. It is mentioned in both 
Talmuds and was widespread in Jewish and medieval Christian 
magic.151 The uniqueness of the magical literature on the use of 
psalms in general and of Sefer Shimush Tehillim (The Book on 
the Use of Psalms) in particular lies in the systematic use of the 
psalms for performing various types of sorcery, in a pattern 
familiar from the beginning of the second millennium up to the 
printed versions that are sold today. 

Writings on the use of psalms offer a broad range of options 
for action. A specific psalm (or, at times, a verse from a psalm) 
is assigned for each purpose and is to be uttered or written as an 


incantation in a certain, defined ritual context. For example: 


Chapter 33, “Rejoice in the Lord O you righteous,” for one 
who would expel (an evil spirit?),152 and for a woman whose 
sons die, write it and whisper it over olive oil and rub it (on 


her). Chapter 33, “Rejoice in the Lord O you righteous,” and 


Chapter 34, “when he changed his demeanour,” two psalms 
for one who comes before a ruler—utter seven times. And an- 
other (use), if you wish to release your friend from pressure, 
say it and go with him to a distinguished (person). And an- 
other, Chapter 34, “when he changed his demeanour," for 
fever—whisper (it) on olive oil, and he (i.e. the sick) should 
anoint it. Chapter 35, “Strive, O Lord, with those who contend 
against me," and Chapter 36, “transgression speaks to the 
wicked,” write them and hide them before the gate of the cat- 
tle. And another one, “Strive, O Lord, with those who contend 
against me,” if someone oppresses you or hates you, say it in 
your prayers three days, three times a day. Chapter 37, "Fret 
not yourself because of evil doers,” if a man is drunk, take a 
glass of water and salt and say (the psalm) over it and let him 
drink a bit and pour (the remaining water) on his head and on 


his face.153 


Genizah fragments from the use-of-psalms literature reflect 
two historical layers in the prolonged editing process of Sefer 
Shimush Tehillim, from the tenth century onward. A comparison 
between these fragments and between them and the versions 
that were the basis of the first printing (in the mid-sixteenth cen- 
tury) points to a long process of integrating various magic 
sources onto the structural-systematic scaffold of the use of 
psalms, intensified by means of adjuration prayers and holy 
names.154 

The use of liturgical blessings appears in two patterns: use of 
the eighteen blessings of the Amidah prayer and use of the seven 
Sabbath blessings. The first pattern—Shimush Shemoneh 


‘Esreh—consistently and systematically uses the eighteen 


blessings of the Amidah version that was in use in Palestine 
(contrary to the Babylonian version, which includes nineteen 
blessings). This structure, together with the names of the bless- 
ings used in this work, attests to its Palestinian ѕошгсе.155 Each 
section in the book opens by noting the blessing that is used in 
it and details the defined ritual framework for its performance. 
The number eighteen is itself a ritual-performative component in 
this context, because the use of the blessing requires that it be 
recited eighteen times. The purpose of the recipes often fits the 
contents of the blessing, and in the later and more developed 
versions of the book, this is a fixed and systematic characteristic 
of it. Thus the Gevurot (“You, who revive the dead") blessing is 
used to "bring the dead back from his grave,” the Teshuvah ("de- 
light in repentance") blessing to bring back apostates, the 
Honen ha-Da'at ("favor man with knowledge") blessing for 
"opening the heart" (meaning for knowledge, understanding, and 
recollection), the 'Ohev Sedaqah (“love righteousness and jus- 
tice") blessing for winning in court, and the Ha-Minim ("humble 
the arrogant") blessing to harm the enemy, and so forth.155 

The use of the seven Sabbath blessings, set forth in the work 
known as Sheva' de-Eliyahu (Seven [Blessings] of Elijah) or 
Sheva' Zutarti (The Minor Seven [Blessings]), is an essentially 
different work and can also be included in the second category 
(which includes works organized around a uniting performative 
nucleus). This is a long adjuration whose aim is “to chase away 
every spirit and every demon" from the body of its user and, for 
this purpose, among other incantations and holy names, also in- 
cludes the seven Sabbath blessings in their order.157 


The two other works in this group, Sheva' Ma'alot and 


The writer thereby takes this ritual away from the priesthood (as 
demanded in the Bible) and solves the problem of the profes- 
sional mediation required for its performance by pointing to an 
available substitute. A replacement was also found for the mate- 


rial components of the test. 


Instead of the required holy water, take flowing water from a 
flowing source in a new recipient, and instead of the Taber- 
nacle dust, go to the synagogue and take dust from the four 


corners of the temple of Torah.)5* 


The replacement of the biblical curse with an adjuration that re- 
lies on it but closely corresponds, in its style in general and in its 
use of holy names in particular, to the incantation common in 
the magic literature completes the alternative ritual. The author 
thus sets a new course for dealing with the suspected woman. 
On the one hand, he completely ignores the (broad) halakhic 
discussion of this issue in the Mishnah and both Talmuds and 
returns directly to the Bible. On the other hand, he omits from 
the biblical ritual all the elements that are not related to the tech- 
nical-per-fortive operation of the incantation. He thereby sets up 
a viable magical alternative to the biblical test for the Sorah. 
Another work in this group is Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva. Ger- 
shom Scholem, who annotated the work based on Ashkenazic 
manuscripts from the fourteenth-sixteenth centuries, describes 
it as a product of a haphazard compilation of various issues 
originating in Babylonia during the Geonic period or even 
before.18° Note also that the work includes several Palestinian 
traditions and that in its current form, all these elements have 


been compiled into a long and detailed adjuration writ meant to 


protect and heal the user of the Havdalah from harm by demons, 
spirits, and harmful witchcraft—all mutually connected 
issues.16° The opening of the work sets the ritual context re- 
quired for the successful performance of the incantation in terms 
of time, place, audience, and the purity status of the person and 
the artifact in the ceremony of uttering the required text over the 
cup. Its ending details the ritual acts required, after its uttering, 
for its successful operation in the patient's healing. The compi- 
lation date of the magic traditions appearing in the volume in the 
form available to us is unknown, and thus so far, deciding 
whether it was compiled in Babylonia, later in Italy, or perhaps 
even in Ashkenaz, is impossible. 

The work Pishra' de-Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa also belongs in 
the category of works that focus on one particular action. This 
adjuration work is found almost complete in fourteenth- and fif- 
teenth-cen-tury manuscripts, but an earlier fragment of it was 
also found in the Cairo Сепігаћ.167 This work, which apparently 
originated in Babylonia in the Geonic period and which is specif- 
ically concerned with healing, is a good example of a discharge 
text, that is, an adjuration meant to annul and grant release from 
a harmful sorcery. At the opening, after the title that attests to its 
name, is a request or demand for healing: "May healing from 
heaven be granted to N, son of N, so that he shall be healed 
soon, through heavenly mercy.” This is followed by a detailed 
enumeration of many kinds of fever, spirits, injurers, evil sor- 
ceries, bindings, knots, satans, liliths, and so forth whose effects 
the adjurer seeks to annul, remove from his body, and be healed 
from. The possibility is then raised that the distress originates in 


“an act and a knot that were performed against him, N, son of 


N.” The gist of the incantation is a long and detailed explanation 
of such a possible act, noting dozens of options for its perfor- 
mance according to three criteria: the place of the act, the means 
used, and the time of the performance. 

The last criterion takes up more than half the work and in- 
cludes four possible time references—the day of the week, the 
day of the month, the month, and the influence of stars—each 
one fully specified in rigorous detail. Each possibility of the sup- 
posed action is formulated in the same terms: If on T (indication 
of the time possibility), it (the sorcery) was done to him, (angel) 
X will release and untie him. For example: “And if on the fourth 
day of the week it was done to him, Gabriel will release and untie 
him ... and if in (the month) Tamuz and Scorpion it was done to 
him, Hasdiel will release and untie him ... and if on the hour of 
Venus it was done to him, Arbiel will release and untie һіт."162 A 
systematic and detailed list is thereby attained, tying angels to 
(mainly) times or modes of witchcraft performance. The rigorous 
specification of demons and evildoers on the one hand and of 
potential harmful sorceries on the other is meant to untangle any 
(magic) knot tied against the client, to unravel any witchcraft cast 
upon him or her, to release the client from any possible foreign 
control, and thus to heal him or her. 

Three broad adjurations in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature 
also belong to this group: the adjuration of the Prince of Torah 
(Sar ha-Torah), the adjuration of the Prince of Presence (Sar 
ha-Panim), and the adjuration of the Prince of Dream (Sar 
ha-Halom). The adjuration of Sar ha-Torah concerns swift and 
exhaustive study of the Torah by using the Prince (angel) of the 


Torah. The adjuration of Sar ha-Panim is designed to bring down 


the Prince of Presence to earth, to reveal to the adjurers whatever 
they wish. The adjuration of Sar ha-Halom is meant to bring 

about the revelation of the Prince of Dream, in order to learn 
from him during sleep. To preserve the unity of the discussion, | 

present these works in detail in chapter 6 when dealing with 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature. 

The use of one formula for several purposes—the second 
type of works with a unifying performative nucleus—is clarified 
in the two brief works known as Sefer ha-Yashar (The Book of the 
Right [Way]) and Sefer ha-Malbush (The Book of the [Magic] 
Dress). These two works, which are linked by textual and concep- 
tual ties, were created in the course of an editing process and 
perhaps in a prolonged process of elaboration, thickening, and 
tying of magic, angelological, astrological, and liturgical ele- 
ments of unknown dating. Passages from these works, or from 
the elements on which they are based, have been preserved in 
manuscripts from the first half of the twelfth century in the Cairo 
Genizah, but in their more developed and complete version they 
are found mainly in manuscripts from the sixteenth century 


onward.16 As | show in chapter 6, Sefer ha-Yashar is mentioned 


as a book of magic by the Karaite Daniel al-Qumisi and by Rav 
Hai Gaon. In his genealogical chart (written in Italy in the mid- 
eleventh century) R. Ahima'az b. Paltiel mentions it together 

with Sod ha-Merkavah (The Secret of the Merkavah) and with 
knowledge of mysteries as part of the celebrated esoteric knowl- 
edge of his ancestors in Oria, southern Italy? Clearly, then, а 
magic book by this name had been known in Babylonia from at 
least the ninth century, but we cannot determine what version of 


it was known to them and what of that version can be found in 


the version available to us. Sefer ha-Malbush is not mentioned in 
sources older than the Genizah writings, but its origin could also 
be in Babylonia or Palestine in the late first millennium CE. If so, 
these mystical-magic traditions were probably conveyed by mi- 
grants from Babylonia to Italy at the turn of the first and the sec- 
ond millennia and from there found their way to circles of Ashke- 
naz pietists who elaborated, edited, and preserved them in their 
writings. 

In its complete version, Sefer ha-Yashar details a purification 
ritual and the use of a complex holy name made up from many 
biblical verses for the attainment of the many aims specified in it: 
ruling over predatory animals and poisonous reptiles, the sun 
and the moon, and spirits and demons; freezing the sea; putting 
out a fire; victory in battle; and so forth. Furthermore, it specifies 
at length magic, astral, and angelological information that in- 
cludes the names of the angels who rule during the four sea- 
sons; the names of the sun, the moon, the sky, the earth, the 
winds, and the sea at these times; and the names of the hours 
and the angels in charge of these seasons. This information is 
necessary for the successful performance of adjurations accord- 
ing to the time, place, and purpose requested. God's help, which 
is also required to "one who wishes to utilize the great name," is 
enlisted by means of a long prayer "that he should recite before 
the ark having washed with water at dawn before sunrise." The 
idea of wearing the holy name, which is the gist of Torat 
ha-Malbush, is mentioned in Sefer ha-Yashar but is not its main 
terminological or substantive сопсегп.172 Part of this work, as 
noted, was found in a Genizah fragment and, at least in this part, 


the later version is close to the early one. 


Sefer ha-Malbush is now available in two different, though not 
wholly unrelated versions. One version, Torat ha-Malbush, part of 
which is found in the Cairo Genizah in a manuscript from the 
first half of the twelfth century, is a recipe for writing “a holy and 
pure name" on a gold plate (sis). The adjurer must tie the 
plate to his neck after performing rigorous purification rituals, 
whose success is recurrently confirmed through a figure that ap- 
pears on the water. If this figure is seen, the adjurer will be able 
to use the power he has gained for any desired purpose. The 
other version, Sefer ha-Malbush, is apparently a medieval Ashke- 
nazic development of traditions close to Torat ha-Malbush. This 
work suggests preparing a vellum attire, which includes a wrap- 
ping for the top part of the body down to the hips and a hat that 
is tied to it. The holy name should be written on the front and the 
back of this “coat of righteousness” and on the hat in a circle, 
and “better yet, make a gold plate (sis) and write the name on 
it" Here too meticulous purification ritual preparations are re- 
quired before wearing the garment, and the rituals attached to its 
wearing are specified. In this case the garment's user is granted 
power "to make the rain fall and the wind blow" or to fight his 
enemies with the help of a "great and powerful troop" of angels 
who will be seen by them but not by him. These angels can be 
employed for seven days, once every day, for a period of three or 
four hours. This (relatively late) version of Sefer ha-Malbush, 
however, exceeds the scope of the current study. 7 

The third group of magic works, where the prominent orga- 
nizing principle is the literary structure, includes two large trea- 
tises: Sefer ha-Razim (The Book of Mysteries) and Harba de- 
Moshe (The Sword of Moses). Despite the significant differences 


between these works, both show strong evidence of an author or 
editor who attempted to integrate the magic recipes he had com- 
piled (some of them probably originating in earlier compilations) 
into a comprehensive theory of magic. The integration of these 
recipes creates a text with a clear and consistent structure, which 
leads the reader from beginning to end, and enriches it not only 
with magic means of action but also with extensive theoretical 
knowledge. In these works too the main purpose is to convey the 
practical information contained in them. Contrary to recipe 
books and to the smaller volumes, however, these works also 
show signs of a broader notion that touches on conceptual as- 
pects of magic no less than on the performative ones, partic- 
ularly on a magic that places the theoretical aspect at the center 
of the work's general structure.174 

In its printed version Sefer ha-Razim is a mosaic-like work, 
compiling fragments from many manuscripts, a highly skillful 
endeavor by Mordechai Margalioth. Most of the manuscripts 
that Margalioth’s edition relies on were found in the Cairo Ge- 
nizah. The rest are later and more complete. Bill Rebiger and 
Peter Schäfer, in their recent synoptic edition of the available 
manuscripts of Sefer ha-Razim, which includes dozens of Ge- 
nizah fragments and a few later redactions and is accompanied 
by a profound study of the text and the history of its redactions, 
have considerably expanded the textual basis for the study of this 
work and its variant copies."5 But despite their intensive search 
into the textual history of this book, they could not find even one 
ancient manuscript containing the entire printed version or even 
a large part of it. Hence, even though Margalioth's work is con- 


sistent and generally persuasive, we must beware of the illusion 


that the final result reflects an ancient version, identical in its 
contents or scope to the first one that appeared in print.176 This 
limitation and the critiques concerning textual imprecisions in 
Margalioth's edition? compel great caution regarding Sefer 
ha-Razim. Nevertheless, they cannot preclude the assumption 
that underlying all the passages collected from the many 
manuscripts is an ancient Jewish magic work, with clear and de- 
fined textual and literary characteristics. 

Sefer ha-Razim draws together cosmological, angelological, 
astrological, and magic elements and organizes them, in a fluent 
Hebrew register, into a text containing seven parts that correlate 
to the seven firmaments. The work opens with a preface that ties 
together a tradition of delivering magic knowledge with praise of 
its wonders. According to the preface, the entire work is celestial 
knowledge that was given to Noah by the angel Raziel. Noah 
wrote it down and placed it in a gold cabinet. 


And he learned from it how to do wondrous deeds, and (he 
learned) secrets of knowledge, and categories of under- 
standing and thoughts of humility and concepts of counsel, 
(how) to master the investigation of the strata of the heavens, 
to go about in all that is in their seven abodes, to observe all 
the astrological signs, to examine the course of the sun, to ex- 
plain the observations of the moon, and to know the paths of 
the Great Bear, Orion, and the Pleiades, to declare the names 
of the overseers of each and every firmament and the realms 
of their authority, and by what means they (can be made to) 
cause success in each thing (asked of them), and what are the 
names of their attendants and what (oblations) are to be 


poured out to them, and what is the proper time (at which 


they will hear prayer, so as) to perform every wish of anyone 
(who comes) near them in purity. (Noah learned) from it acts 
of death and acts of life, to understand the evil and the good, 
to search out seasons and moments, to know the time of giv- 
ing birth and the time of dying, the time of striking and the 
time of healing, (and he learned) to interpret dreams and vi- 
sions, to arouse combat, and to quiet wars, and to rule over 
spirits and over demons, to send them so they will go like 
slaves, to watch the four winds of the earth, to be learned in 
the speech of thunderclaps, to tell the significance of light- 
ning flashes, to foretell what will happen in each and every 
month, and to know the affairs of each and every year, 
whether it will be for plenty or for hunger, whether for harvest 
or for draught, whether for peace or for war, to be as one of 
the awesome ones and to comprehend the songs of 


heaven. Zê 


After leaving the Ark, Noah used the book throughout his life, 
and at the time of his death, 


he handed it down to Abraham, and Abraham to Isaac, and 
Isaac to Jacob, and Jacob to Levi, and Levi to Kohath, and Ko- 
hath to Amram, and Amram to Moses, and Moses to Joshua, 
and Joshua to the elders, and the elders to the prophets, and 
the prophets to the sages, and thus generation by generation 
until Solomon the King arose. And the Books of the Mysteries 
were disclosed to him and he became very learned in books of 
understanding, and (so) ruled over everything he desired, 
over all the spirits and the demons that wander in the world, 


and from the wisdom of this book he bound and released, 


and sent out and brought in, and built and prospered. For 
many books were handed down to him, but this one was 
found more precious and honorable and strong than any of 


them 8 


The list of possible uses of the information in the book, which is 
suggested in the preface, does not overlap its contents. It does 
match it when it mentions such issues as knowledge about the 
existence of overseers in the firmaments and the names of their 
attendants, what oblations will be poured out to them and at 
what times in order to activate them, and its repeated demand of 
purity. But although the preface deals at length with many ques- 
tions that are never mentioned in the book, it also disregards 
important areas of action, such as love and healing, which the 
book does refer to. Essentially, this list is a combination of an- 
gelological, astral, and mundane knowledge—the revelation of 
mysteries in heaven and their divination on earth. Notes on such 
knowledge are widespread in the Apocrypha, and Sefer ha-Razim 
may have originated in a close tradition.1®2 Its author combines 
characteristic realms of desired knowledge with technical matters 
related to the activation of angels (which are mentioned in the 
work) and ties all of them together in a tradition of delivery 
meant to anchor the knowledge offered in the work to a heavenly 
1 Unfortu- 


source, thus investing it with the authority of truth. 
nately, control of demons, for example, which is twice mentioned 
in the preface, never appears in the work itself! On this basis, 
then, we must assume either that the work available to us is not 
complete and that some of the actions suggested in it are miss- 
ing from the available manuscripts, or that the preface was 


added by some copier-editor after the stage of collecting and 


editing the magic materials in the body of the work.182 

Sefer ha-Razim has seven chapters, according to the ascend- 
ing order of seven firmaments. Each chapter opens with the de- 
scription of the firmament, which includes details from various 
realms. (1) What is in the firmament. For example, the second 
firmament has “frost and fog and treasuries of snow”; the third 
firmament has “storerooms of mist from which the winds go 
forth, and inside it are encampments of thunder from which 
lightning emanates”; the fourth firmament “is pitched upon a 
storm wind, and stands on pillars of fire, and is held up by 
crowns of flame, and full of treasuries of strength"; the sixth 
firmament's “storehouses are full of honey. Within is the place 
prepared for the spirits of the righteous."!*? (2) The inner struc- 
ture of the firmament, for example, the number of the ma‘alot 
(stairs), meaning its inner strata and the angelic camps that 
populate it. (3) The glory, the might, and the awe of the angels 
dwelling in the firmament. For example, “encampments filled 
with wrath"; “angels of fire and angels of trembling and spirits of 


terror and spirits of dread"; “they are like fire in their strength 
and their voices are like the roar of a peal of thunder. And their 
eyes are like sunbeams, and they rule over the wheels of flame 
and fire. They have wings to fly, the whinnying of their mouths is 
as horses, their appearance like torches; when they speak and 
tremble, they roar and flutter, they soar in every direction and fly 
to every corner (of the world)”; “the angels of water, their bodies 
like the sea and their voices like the voice of waters."184 (4) The 
hierarchical order in which the angels are arranged in their en- 
campments under the shotrim (overseers) who control each stra- 


tum. The names of the first three firmaments—Shamayim, 


Shmei ha-Shamayim, and Ma'on—are also given. This setting of 
firmaments and angels, with all its components, is close to the 
common conception of the heavenly world, which is specified at 
length in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature. Its roots are in tradi- 
tions of apocryphal visions and, prominent among them, the de- 
scriptions of heavenly voyages in 1 Enoch and 2 Enoch and the 
Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch.185 

After describing the firmament, enumerating its stairs, and 
presenting the overseers and their encampments, the author 
moves on to the practical part. First, he enumerates the names of 
the overseers and the angels that serve them. He then notes the 
potential uses of these angels and describes in detail the rituals 
required for this purpose. These include preliminary purification 
rituals and rituals for activating and releasing the angels after the 
act. Most rituals are complex; some are complicated and hard to 
perform. Performance instructions are strict and touch on 
dimensions of time, place, materials, actions, and the adjuration 
formula. The adjurations always include the names of the angels 
(which were mentioned previously) whom the sorcerer seeks to 
control.156 

The seven literary units are not equal in size, and they pro- 
gressively shrink the higher the number of the firmament. Thus 
the first firmament includes many strata and many actions for 
various goals: healing, harm, knowledge of the future, favor, suc- 
cess with the authorities, love, speaking with the sun, necro- 
mancy, sending spirits on to act, bringing back a thief or a slave 
who escaped, knowledge of a person's thoughts, and inter- 
preting dreams. By contrast, the sixth firmament offers only one 


option: “If you wish to go on a journey (or) to war and if you 


wish to return (safely) from the war or from the journey, or (if 
you wish) to flee from the city and you want it to appear that a 
large and powerful company is with you, so that all who see you 
will be afraid of you, as of one who has with him a military escort 
armed with swords and spears and all of the implements of 
battle."187 The seventh heaven is exceptional. This is God's 


dwelling. 


He alone sits in the heaven of His holiness, seeking out judg- 
ment, evening the scales of justice, judging the truth and 
speaking in righteousness. And before Him books of fire are 
open, and from before Him flow rivers of fire. When he rises 
the gods are afraid, and when He roars the pillars shake, and 
from his voice the doorposts tremble. His soldiers stand be- 
fore Him but they do not gaze upon His likeness for He is 
He 
sits on a throne of light and light is a wall around Him. The 


hidden from every eye and none can see Him and liv 


hayot and ‘ophanim bear Him up as they fly with their 


wings.... Troops upon troops stand one above another before 


Him and immerse themselves in rivers of purity and wrap 
themselves in garments of white fire and sing with humility in 
a strong voice: Holy Holy Holy is the lord of Hosts, the whole 


world is full of His glory. 


This is the place for the celestial worship of angels who praise, 
glorify, and bless God at all times. According to the version of 
Sefer ha-Razim available to us, magic never enters this place. The 
seventh chapter focuses solely on the description of the firma- 
ment where God dwells and on God's praise.159 


Sefer ha-Razim is apparently the oldest surviving magic 


treatise and so, obviously, are the magic recipes included іп 1.190 
The words “these are the angels who are obedient in every matter 
during the first and second year of the fifteen year cycle of the 
reckoning of the Greek kings"!?! relate to the system of dating 
based on a fifteen-year indiction cycle that was in use in Egypt 
from the end of the third century and in the Byzantine world from 
the middle of the fourth century. This mention is the foundation 
of Margalioth's suggestion to date the work to the talmudic pe- 
riod, which is a plausible determination, although its limitations 
deserve note. Like many other authors of sorcery books, the au- 
thor of Sefer ha-Razim also uses inventories of recipes he already 
had, which he incorporates into the general literary structure of 
his work. The mention of the indiction in one of the recipes at- 
tests to terminus post quem for the writing of this recipe and the 
dating of the work's editing. This mention, however, cannot 
determine the timing of all the recipes found in this work, some 
of which could have been earlier, and certainly not the timing of 
their integration into one treatise, which could have been later.192 
In any case, Margalioth persuasively points to the link between 
Sefer ha-Razim and Greco-Roman magic literature. Technical 
magic terms that were transcribed from Greek to Hebrew, ritual 
acts, and material means known from Greek magical papyri, 
dated to the second-fifth centuries CE, are common in Sefer 
ha-Razim. We can hardly assume that the author relied on mate- 
rials far earlier than his own time or distant from his own world, 
which he no longer understood. Plausibly, then, we can posit 
that the author lived in the eastern Mediterranean in the late 
Roman or early Byzantine period, was well acquainted with 


Greco-Roman magic in general and with contemporary astral 


Mariot b. Nathan appears.19 Third, the copying of the recipes 
points to a focused interest in the professional knowledge sug- 
gested in the whole work. The Genizah passages attest to the ver- 
sion of the work (errors in the complete version can often be cor- 
rected in light of Genizah passages, though sometimes it is actu- 
ally the latter that are mistaken) and perhaps also to the texts that 
were before the writer. Finally, one of these fragments is a much 
earlier testimony to the existence of the Magical Sword literature 
than those that have been available thus far.200 
Harba de-Moshe includes three textual units: (1) the investi- 

ture (or controlling the sword) rite; (2) the sword of holy names; 
and (3) the recipes. The investiture unit, at the beginning of the 
work, describes a complex three-day ritual composed of asceti- 
cism, purity, prayer, and adjuration of angels. The purpose of the 
ritual is to attain control of the sword, that is, to make the one 
who undertakes this rite ritually fit for using it for the perfor- 
mance of the charms specified in the last section. In the course 
of this, this section teaches about the power structure of the an- 
gels in heaven, the tie between magic and the Torah, the impor- 
tance of liturgical prayer in the magic ritual, Moses's magic fig- 
ure, and God's attitude toward magic and magic's attitude to- 
ward God.2?! The investiture part begins with theoretical infor- 
mation about the source of magic knowledge and the human 
power related to it. It opens with the description of a thirteen- 


angel hierarchy arranged in heaven one above the other. 


(There are) four angels who are appointed over the sword 
given from the mouth of 'H WH YH WH HYH, the Lord of 
the mysteries, and they are appointed over the Torah... And 


above them are five princes, holy and powerful ... and (they) 


are appointed over a thousand thousands of myriads and a 
thousand chariots.... And the least (angel) in these chariots is 
a prince greater then all those four (above mentioned) 
princes. And above them are three (more) princes, chiefs of 
the host of 'H YWH WYW WYW, the Lord of all, who causes 

His eight palaces (hekhalot) to shake and be in commotion 
every day with tumult and quaking. And they have authority 
over all of His handiwork, and beneath them are double those 
chariots. And the least in (these) chariots is a prince greater 
then all those (five) princes... The prince and master who is 
(the) king, named 'HYW PSQTYH, sits and all the heavenly 
hosts kneel and bow down and prostrate themselves before 
him every day, all together on the ground, after they are dis- 
missed from prostrating themselves before NQS SUH HW 

"WHH, the Lord of all.202 


Pragmatically, this hierarchical view of the angels is funda- 
mentally different from the vision of the overseers and the angels 
arrayed over the firmaments’ strata that we find in Sefer 
ha-Razim. It subordinates the inferior ones to those above them 
in a way that allows us control of the entire structure if we can 
control its top. And indeed, “when you adjure him [i.e., 'HYW. 
PSQTYH] he is bound by you and he binds for you [all those 
three princes and their chariots and] all those five princes and all 
the chariots that are under their authority and the four angels 
that are under them."203 

The four nether angels in this order are in charge of both the 
sword and the Torah. Cooperation between these two powerful 
bodies of knowledge is also evident in the narrative tie between 


Moses drawing down magic knowledge from heaven and the 


drawing down of the Torah. In this regard, Harba de-Moshe is 
tied to talmudic and other traditions dealing with the angels’ 
opposition to giving Moses the Torah, his triumph over them, 
and his receiving gifts from them, clarifying what had only been 
hinted at in other sources—the gifts were names for adjuring the 
angels.204 

The author explicitly clarifies here God's attitude toward 
human magic and explains that this vast power over the angels 
was granted to humans through God's command. 


For he [i.e., 'HYW PSQTYH] and all those princes have been 
ordered so, to be bound by Moses, son of Amram, to bind for 
him all the princes who are under their authority. And upon 
their adjuration, they may not tarry or turn from it this way or 
the other, (but) should give all who adjure them power over 
this sword [and reveal to them] its mysteries and hidden se- 
crets, its glory, might and splendor. And they may not tarry 
because the decree of 'BDWHW HWH SL 'LYH 'L YH is is- 

sued to them, saying: Do not impede any mortal who will ad- 
jure you and do not treat him otherwise than what you were 
decreed with regard to my servant Moses, son of Amram, for 
he adjures you by My Ineffable Names and it is to My Names 
that you render honor and not to him. But if you impede him | 


will burn you for you have not honored Me.205 


By presenting God as the source of magic knowledge and the 
sovereign founder of the human use of this knowledge and by 
tying Moses to the drawing down of this knowledge to the world, 
the author not only seeks to enhance the authority of his treatise 


but also to substantiate the legitimacy of its professional use 


within Jewish tradition. This view of the practice offered in the 
work is also evident in the interweaving of the liturgical prayer 
and the adjuration act during the investiture ritual, as well as in 
several magic recipes in the last part of the work.206 

The sword of magic names, which follows the investiture sec- 
tion, is a vast collection of names (generally meaningless combi- 
nations of letters), most of them arranged in groups according to 
a common characteristic. This is “the sword given from the 
mouth of 'H WH YH WH HYH, the Lord of the mysteries,” 
which can be controlled by means of the ritual that is set down at 
the opening of the book and by which the magic actions sug- 
gested at its end can be carried out. The structure of the sword 
and the character of its ties with the list of the magic recipes un- 
questionably attest that this sword is a product of the author's 
editing work. The author combined and edited in it several lists 
of magic formulas, holy names and incantation fragments, to 
which he ascribed performative power. Originally, the sword had 
been a shorter formula used, as a whole, in the performance of 
many rituals (as we found in Sefer ha-Yashar or in Sefer 
ha-Malbush). Its expansion into its vast dimensions yielded a 
system for its use that is unique to Harba de-Moshe, whereby 
each of the recipes suggested in the last unit resorts to a part of 
it in an orderly sequence. According to this method, the sword 
actually compiles magic incantations from all the recipes sug- 
gested in the work.207 

The recipe unit consists of 137 sections of suggestions for 
dealing with many and varied areas of human desire and dis- 
tress—phys-ical and mental health, love, agriculture and crafts, 


enemies, relationships with the authorities, imprisonment, travel 


risks, and so forth (Plate 21). The internal organization of the list 
attests to the author's pragmatic professional approach. Beside a 
large group of forty-two healing sections arranged at the begin- 
ning according to the structure of the body from top to 
bottom, 208 it also includes smaller groups of recipes dealing with 
harm, agriculture, war and government, rescue from distress, 
protection, and knowledge and recollection. A few recipes are ar- 
ranged in pairs, for the performance and the annulment of an 
act. In this list the author unquestionably includes information 
from various sources available to him. The connection between 
the list of recipes and the list of names (the sword) attests that 
the author created each list separately and that only afterward 
were these recipes tied to sequences of names from the sword 
according to the order of their appearance in the list. The end of 
this section (and with it of the entire treatise) is a set of general 
instructions concerning the manipulation of the sword and a dire 
warning against any amateur use of it. Such an act could end in 
disaster: “Angels of anger and rage and wrath and fury rule over 
him and torment his body .. and his body will become 
disfigured."209 
Harba de-Moshe is the product of a complex and sophis- 

ticated editing effort of many textual elements. Its language com- 
bines Hebrew, Babylonian and Palestinian Aramaic, and even a 
passage in Greek that was transcribed into Hebrew and included 
in the work (without its author understanding it) together with its 
translation into Aramaic.2'? By relying on the Hebrew rendering 
of the performance instructions in the investiture section, which 
I think should be ascribed to the author of this work, we can 


quite plausibly determine that the editing was done in Palestine 


or its surroundings. This conclusion is supported also by the 
many fragments of the work that found their way into the Cairo 
Genizah. So far, we have no information that would enable us to 
decide on the dating of the editing. Nor do we have any sure 
information about the timing of its underlying materials. The 
work is mentioned by name and by its opening words in the re- 
sponsum of Rav Hai Gaon to the sages of Kairouan (end of the 
first millennium), which is the earliest evidence of its 
existence.?" Possibly, Нага de-Moshe could be dated back sev- 
eral centuries before Rav Hai and, because it contains no signs 
of Muslim influence, it might even be cautiously traced back to 
the third quarter of the first millennium. However, these dates 
are merely speculations, and the materials edited in this work 
could definitely have been even earlier. 

Beside the complete work, we also have many fragments of 
the magic genre to which | refer as Magical Sword literature. 
What all the fragments in this genre share in common is the use 
of the word sword, with or without any connection to Moses, as a 
technical-professional term for denoting an incantation formula. 
The scope of passages from this literature is limited by compar- 
ison with Harba de-Moshe, which is the most complex and com- 
plete expression of it. Most of them do not contain much beyond 
lists of magic instructions for action. In all of them the sword is 
mentioned as an incantation to be uttered or written in full and 
not, as in the Harba de-Moshe method, as a pool of names from 
which the incantations are derived. A textual examination of 
these fragments, particularly of the connection between them 
and the treatise, suggests that they reflect an earlier textual layer 


from which its author drew materials for his work.212 


CONCLUDING REMARKS 
MAGIC TREATISES ARE A LITERARY AND THEORETICAL- 
SYSTEMATIC ELABORATION OF THE RECIPE LITER- 
ATURE. WITCHCRAFT RECIPES AND LISTS OF RECIPES 
AS SUCH, WHICH CONTAIN A GREAT DEAL OF INFOR- 
MATION ABOUT ADJURATION RITUALS AND THEIR 
AIMS, WERE WIDESPREAD IN JEWISH CULTURE. THEIR 
ELABORATION INTO TREATISES ANCHORED THEM IN A 
BROAD AND EXPLICIT PERCEPTION OF ANGELS, 
FIRMAMENTS, AND HOLY NAMES, OF THE SOURCE OF 
MAGIC KNOWLEDGE AND ITS UNFOLDING IN THE 
WORLD, OF GOD'S VIEW ON THE POWER OF HUMAN 
INCANTATION, OF THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
MAGIC AND OTHER CULTURAL ELEMENTS SUCH AS 
THE TORAH, RITUAL, LITURGY, AND SO FORTH. THE 
AUTHORS THEREBY SOUGHT TO ESTABLISH THE 
KNOWLEDGE SUGGESTED IN THESE WORKS ON A 
FIRM BASIS OF LEGITIMATION AND AUTHORITY.213 
LEGITIMATION WAS ATTAINED EXPLICITLY, AS IN THE 
CASE OF HARBA DE-MOSHE, OR IMPLICITLY, BY RELY- 
ING ON TRADITION CHAINS. AUTHORITY ALSO WAS 
ESTABLISHED IN TWO WAYS. THE FIRST DETERMINED 
A HEAVENLY (DIVINE OR ANGELIC) SOURCE FOR 
MAGIC KNOWLEDGE, ASCRIBING ITS DRAWING DOWN 
TO EARTH TO PREVIOUS ERAS AND TO CULTURE HE- 
ROES SUCH AS ADAM, NOAH, MOSES, OR ELIJAH, 
AND ASSUMED ITS DELIVERY THROUGH THE AC- 
CEPTED CHANNELS. THE SECOND WORKED THROUGH 
THE PROCESS OF  METHODICAL-PROFESSIONAL 


ELABORATION OF THE RECIPES INTO A GENERAL 
THEORETICAL CONTEXT. THUS THE PERFORMATIVE 
ARTIFACTS (SUCH AS AMULETS AND INCANTATION 
BOWLS) POINT TO THE ACTUAL PERFORMANCE OF 
MAGIC CHARMS AND TO POTENTIAL WAYS OF CON- 
CRETIZING THEM, AND THE MAGIC RECIPES OFFER 
INFORMATION ABOUT ALL THE ELEMENTS OF THE 
MAGIC RITUAL SETUP AND THE GOALS OF ITS OPER- 
ATION. THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF THE 
RECIPES EXPANDS AND EXPOSES THE BELIEFS AND 
OUTLOOKS THAT GRANTED THESE ACTS THEIR MEAN- 
ING AND WOVE THIS MEANING INTO THE GENERAL 
JEWISH PERCEPTION OF REALITY. 

THE ADJURATION LITERATURE AND THE MAGIC 
CULTURE REFLECTED IN IT DID NOT EXIST IN AN 
EMPTY SPACE. THEY WERE CREATED IN A JEWISH 
SOCIETY THAT SUSTAINED MUTUAL RELATIONS WITH 
NEIGHBORING SOCIETIES IN THE AREA OF MAGIC 
TRADITION AMONG OTHER THINGS. THEY SHOULD 
THEREFORE BE EXAMINED IN TWO MAIN CONTEXTS: 
THE JEWISH NONMAGIC CONTEXT AND THE MAGIC 
NON-JEWISH CONTEXT. MAGIC ASPECTS IN NON- 
MAGIC JEWISH LITERATURE FROM LATE ANTIQUITY 
AND THE EARLY ISLAMIC PERIOD ARE THE CONCERN 
OF THE LAST TWO CHAPTERS OF THIS BOOK. HERE, | 
WOULD LIKE TO NOTE THE EXISTENCE OF NON- 
JEWISH MAGIC WRITINGS AND ARTIFACTS THAT CAN 
POINT TO THE CROSS-CULTURAL CONTEXT OF EARLY 
JEWISH MAGIC. IN THIS REGARD, THREE BODIES OF 


SOURCES DESERVE MENTION: MAGIC FINDINGS 
FROM THE GRECO-ROMAN WORLD (MAGICAL PAPYRI 
AND TREATISES, JEWELRY AND GEMS, AMULETS, 
CURSE TABLETS), NON-JEWISH BOWLS AND ADJU- 
RATION TABLETS FROM BABYLONIA, AND MUSLIM 
MAGIC BOOKS AND ARTIFACTS FROM THE EARLY IS- 
LAMIC PERIOD. IN THE FIRST TWO CASES, THE RECIP- 
ROCAL RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN JEWISH AND GEN- 
TILE FINDINGS HAVE BEEN STUDIED AND 
EXPOSED.24 IN BOTH WE CAN POINT TO COMMON- 
ALITIES IN RITUAL VIEWS AND PRACTICES BETWEEN 
JEWS AND THEIR NEIGHBORS AND AT TIMES TO MU- 
TUAL INFLUENCES AND EXCHANGES OF THEORETICAL 
AND PRACTICAL ELEMENTS, UP TO THE EMERGENCE 
OF AN INTERNATIONAL MAGIC CULTURE WITH MYTH- 
ICAL AND RITUAL ELEMENTS COMMON TO ALL THE 
NATIONS IN THE REGION. THIS MUTUAL COOPER- 
ATION AND INFLUENCE POINT TO THE OPENNESS OF 
MAGIC CULTURE IN LATE ANTIQUITY, WHICH RESTS 
ON THE PRAGMATIC CHARACTER OF THIS PRACTICE. 
MAGIC FOCUSED ON SUCCESSFUL RESULTS IN A SPE- 
CIFIC MATTER FOR THE BENEFIT OF A SPECIFIC 
CLIENT. AS SUCH, IT IGNORED ISSUES OF MORALITY, 
SOCIETY, AND COLLECTIVE IDENTITY AND FOCUSED 
ON THE MEANS THAT WERE PERCEIVED AS MOST USE- 
FUL FOR DEALING WITH THE PROBLEM FACING THE 
SORCERER. THESE MEANS USUALLY AND NATURALLY 
DREW ON THE SURROUNDING TRADITION, BUT PER- 
HAPS BECAUSE OF A PROFESSIONAL PRAGMATISM 


FREE FROM DIDACTIC CONSIDERATIONS, SORCERERS 
DID NOT HESITATE TO BORROW SUCH MEANS FROM 
THEIR NEIGHBORS IF THEY OR THEIR CLIENTS BE- 
LIEVED IN THEIR EFFICACY. IN SO DOING, THEY DID 
NOT RENOUNCE THEIR CULTURAL-RELIGIOUS IDEN- 
TITY. MAGIC TREATISES, WHICH COMPILED CHARM 
RECIPES WITHIN A COMPREHENSIVE CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK, ATTEST THAT THIS WAS NOT THE CASE. 
IN THE PERFORMATIVE CONTEXT, HOWEVER, BOTH 
DIAGNOSTIC AND THERAPEUTIC, PROFESSIONALS 
DREW SUPPORT FROM ONE ANOTHER. THE FACT THAT 
AT TIMES THEY ALSO SERVED EACH OTHER'S CLIENTS 
SHOWS THAT PRAGMATISM WAS NOT EXCLUSIVE TO 
THE PROFESSIONALS BUT EXTENDED TO FAR WIDER 
CIRCLES. IN TIMES OF GENUINE DISTRESS, PEOPLE 
ARE OBVIOUSLY LESS CONCERNED WITH THE IDEN- 
TITY AND THE MEANS OF THOSE WHO CAN RESCUE 
THEM SO LONG AS THEY ARE SUCCESSFUL. 

ALIEN INFLUENCES ARE HIGHLY VISIBLE IN BOTH 
BABYLONIAN AND WESTERN JEWISH MAGIC SOURCES. 
INFLUENCE IN THE OPPOSITE DIRECTION IS ALSO 
FOUND BOTH IN BABYLONIAN MAGIC BOWLS AND IN 
MAGIC WRITINGS AND ARTIFACTS FROM THE GRECO- 
ROMAN WORLD. THE MEANING OF “JEWISH ELE- 
MENTS” IN SUCH CASES IS IN DISPUTE: DO THEY 
REFER TO THE JEWISH INFLUENCE ON HELLENISTIC 
MAGIC CULTURE, WHICH WAS ABSORBED WHILE LOS- 
ING ITS ORIGINAL IDENTITY, OR IS THE WRITER PER- 
HAPS A JEW EXPRESSING HIMSELF IN A LANGUAGE 


THAT IS NEITHER HEBREW NOR ARAMAIC? IN THE 
EARLY STAGES OF THE RESEARCH, THE IDENTI- 
FICATION OF JEWISH ELEMENTS IN MAGICAL PAPYRI 
AND THEIR EXPLANATION AS A DIRECT EXPRESSION 
OF JEWISH MAGIC CULTURE IN GREEK WAS GREETED 
WITH GREAT ENTHUSIASM. BUT THIS APPROACH WAS 
TARGETED FOR EXTENSIVE CRITICISM AND, IN RECENT 
DECADES, THE TENDENCY TO TIE JEWISH CHARAC- 
TERISTICS FOUND IN GREEK MAGIC TEXTS TO JEWISH 
AUTHORS HAS DIMINISHED. THIS DECLINE FOLLOWS 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF STRINGENT CRITERIA FOR DIS- 
TINGUISHING WHAT REACHED HELLENISTIC MAGIC 
FROM A JEWISH (ов CHRISTIAN) SOURCE AND WHAT 
WAS CREATED BY A JEWISH WRITER WHO WAS PART 
OF HELLENISTIC CULTURE. IN LIGHT OF THIS TREND, 
THE NUMBER OF GREEK MAGIC ARTIFACTS AND TEXTS 
WHOSE JEWISH SOURCE CAN BE IDENTIFIED WITH 
ANY CERTAINTY HAS SIGNIFICANTLY DROPPED. 

BE THAT AS IT MAY, THE INTERCULTURAL TIES EVI- 
DENT IN THE REALM OF MAGIC BELIEF AND PRACTICE 
INVITE CONSTANT STUDY OF MAGIC WRITINGS FROM 
NEIGHBORING CULTURES IN AN ATTEMPT TO POINT 
OUT THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SHARED CONCEP- 
TUAL AND PRACTICAL FOUNDATION AND THE UNIQUE 
MODE OF EACH CULTURE'S PARTICIPATION IN THESE 
COMMON GROUNDS. 

HAVING INTRODUCED THE PRIMARY, INSIDER 
MAGIC SOURCES AND HAVING POINTED OUT THEIR 


PROFESSIONAL CHARACTER AND THE CULTURAL PIC- 
TURE REFLECTED IN THEM, MY FOCUS NOW TURNS 
TO AN EXAMINATION OF PROMINENT ASPECTS OF 
THIS CULTURE AND OF THE DISCOURSE RELATED TO 
IT IN THE SECONDARY, OUTSIDER EVIDENCE. 


In citations from magical sources in the form of manu- 
script, | use the following conventions: [], lacuna or illegible text; 
«aaa», gloss written above the lines or in the margins; [aaa], 
reconstruction of missing text; (2), uncertain reading; (aaa), 
grammatical or clarifying intervention in the text. My own com- 
ments appear in brackets and are prefaced with “i.e.” 

2. For a concise survey of early Jewish magic based on both 
insider and outsider evidence, see Swartz (2006b). For a broad, 
historical study, see Bohak (2008). For a useful, updated bibli- 
ography, see Bohak (20123). 

3. The findings include two silver amulets from Jerusalem, 
magic passages from the Dead Sea Scrolls, and most probably 
some magic gems. They are discussed in the first section of this 
chapter (“Performative Artifacts”). 

4. For an overview of Jewish magic from the Bible to the Inter- 
net, see Harari (2012a). Kabbalah has left its mark on several 
areas of magic thought and literature. But beside texts on prac- 
tical Kabbalah (Kabbalah ma'asit) in the strict sense, a traditional 
magic literature bearing no traces of kabbalistic thought has also 
survived, for example, in broad sections of the segulot u-refu'ot 
(charms and healing) literature. On this literature, see Matras 
(1994; 1997; 2005). On practical Kabbalah and the Kabbalah of 
the holy names as a continuance of earlier magical perceptions 


and practices, see, for example, Idel (1993) and Scholem (1974, 


182-89). 

5. A historiola is a brief story included in an incantation to en- 
sure the sympathetic realization of linguistic or conceptual ele- 
ments within it. Historiolas were used in Jewish magic and in 
magic of other nations. See Frankfurter (1995). And see, for 
example, the historiola about R. Joshua b. Perahia and the di- 
vorce deed from a lilith (discussed in the “Incantation Bowls" 
subsection) and the developed historiola about a lilith in a 
Mandaic bowl (Müller-Kessler 1996). 

6. See Naveh and Shaked (1987, 104-22, 188-97). 

7. For another example of linguistic parallels between Pales- 
tinian amulets and Babylonian incantation bowls, see Naveh and 
Shaked (1987, 51-52). 

8. A prominent example of the influence of Greek magic is 
Sefer ha-Razim. See M. Margalioth (1966, 1-16). For Greek ele- 
ments in Harba de-Moshe, see Rohrbacher-Sticker (1996). Bilin- 
gual (Hebrew-Greek or Aramaic-Greek) amulets also attest to the 
influence of Greek magic. On the ties between Judaism and 
Islam in Genizah magic, see Kahn (1986, 58-59), Shaked (1983; 
1994; 2000b), and Wasserstrom (1991; 1992). Both kinds of 
cross-cultural contacts in the field of magical signs are dis- 
cussed in Bohak (2011a). 

9. On this conclusion, cf. Bohak (2009a; 2012b), Naveh and 
Shaked (1987, 30), Schiffman and Swartz (1992, 22-32), Shaked 
(1983, 15-16); and Swartz (20014). On the Babylonian tradition of 
magic in the Cairo Genizah, see Levene and Bohak (2012). 

10. See Naveh and Shaked (1987, 84-89 and plate 9). A sixth 
name was written in a frame, the upper part of which is evident 


in one of the shards. 


1. This formulation is a classic expression of the law of simi- 
larity, one of the two sympathetic laws (similarity and contact) 
that Frazer made the basis of magical thought and action. See 
chapter 1. On the symbolism of fire in Jewish erotic magic, see 
Saar (2013). 

32. She is mistakenly used in the original. The recipe aims at 
burning a man's heart in love for a woman. 

13. Naveh and Shaked (1993, 216-17). Cf. Naveh (1996, 453- 
57), where another parallel to the clay amulet is discussed. 

14. Cf. Naveh (1985; 1996) and Naveh and Shaked (1993, 
43-50). 

15. Note also the similarity between а cloth amulet for love 
found in the Cairo Genizah (Naveh and Shaked 1987, 216) and 
the instructions for preparing such an amulet in Ms New York 
Public Library, Heb 190, a manuscript of magic recipes (and a 
few other issues) written in Oriental script in the mid-fifteenth 
century (Bohak 2014a, 1: 223, 2: 181). The comparison between 
these sources (in this case the Genizah is the older source) 
shows that the amulet was prepared exactly according to the 
recipe's instructions. As is the case in recipes, the instructions 
also add details about the ritual context of the amulet: The piece 
of cloth on which the adjuration for love was written was meant 
to turn into a wick and be burned with a new candle full of rose 
oil. If the amulet was indeed written according to an early version 
of this recipe, we could assume either that this amulet was in- 
deed prepared to be burned but for whatever reason was not or 
that the writer gave the client instructions for a different use for it 
and that is why it was not burned. 

16. The upper left half of the amulet, which contains eight 


lines and two frames containing magic signs, is missing. The re- 
maining fragmented text details names of angels in whose name 
Sadkiel is adjured, before the adjuration of the other angels. 

37. Cf. Isaiah 10:14: “My hand has found like a nest the wealth 
of peoples.” 

18. The first five words of the verse Va-yimsa’ Yosef hen be- 


‘einav va-yesharet are repeated backwards: 


a-yesharet be-'einav 
[hen] Yosef va-yimsa’. Thus in the translation, instead of “and 
Joseph found [favor] in his eyes and he served,” we have “served 
he and eyes his in [favor] found Joseph and.” 

19. See Naveh and Shaked (1993, 235-36, with slight changes). 

20. Schiffman and Swartz (1992, 137-42, with slight changes). 

21. See Levene (2003a, 24-30) and Swartz (1990). 

22. The Tosefta, and in its wake the rabbis of the Babylonian 
Talmud, draws a distinction between an “amulet in writing” 
(qame'a shel ketav) and an “amulet of roots" (qame'a shel 
"igarin), clearly attesting to the existence of amulets whose power 
lay in the roots placed in them rather than in incantations 
(Tosefta Shabbat 4:9; TB Shabbat 61a-b). On the belief in the 
magic power of roots in late antiquity, see the discussion in the 
“Second Temple Period Literature” section in chapter 6. These 
amulets did not survive because they were a mixture of organic 
materials. The Mishnah mentions a broad range of additional 
apotropaic artifacts: knots, bells, a grasshopper egg, a fox tooth, 
a nail from the crucified (M. Shabbat 6:8-9; cf. TB Shabbat 66b— 
67b and PT Shabbat 6:9-10). Only one archaeological finding 
can be tied with some certainty to these artifacts in their Jewish 
context. | am referring to a child's shirt and additional pieces of 
cloth that were found in the Cave of the Letters in Nahal Hever 


{in the Judean Dessert); it can be dated precisely (together with 
the rest of the cave's findings) to the Bar-Kosibah (Bar-Kokhba) 
revolt in 132-135 CE. Yigael Yadin, who published the findings of 
the excavation, directed attention to pockets of small "knots" 
that were tied in the cloth with a thread and were filled with salt 
grains, seeds, and shells. Two such knots were found in a child's 
well-preserved shirt, four others on the edge of two pieces of 
cloth, and one on its own. Yadin was probably right when he 
suggested that these are the knots mentioned in the Mishnah— 
"Boys go out with knots and royal children go out with bells" (M. 
Shabbat 6:9)—of which Abaye's foster mother later said, "Three 
stop [illness], five cure [it], seven [work] even against witchcraft" 
(TB Shabbat 66b). See Yadin (1963, 256-58 and plates 89 and 
90; 1971, 79-81). For a comprehensive survey of Palestinian per- 
formative artifacts in late antiquity, see Saar (2003). 

23. See the “Incantation Bowls” subsection in this chapter. 
See also Montgomery (1913, bowls 1, 10, 29) and Naveh and 
Shaked (1993, bowls 22, 24). 

24. On the root qm’ in the sense of tying, see Tosefta Kelim, 
Bava Metsia 6:1; Demai 2:17; and TB Bekhorot 30b. On qame'a 
shel tefillin (phylacteries), see M. Shabbat 8:3; and Minor Trac- 
tates, Tefillin 1:9, 12. On qame'a as a leather pouch not for a phy- 
lactery, see M. Mikva'ot 10:2. A “metal amulet" mentioned in the 
Tosefta (Kelim, Bava Metsia 1:11) is probably a small metal box 
for storing the wording of the amulet, as mentioned in the dis- 
cussion about the impurity of its parts, upper and lower, when it 
fell apart. When the rabbis discuss permits for going out on the 
Sabbath with amulets “of roots” and “of writing,” they are refer- 


ring to the entire artifact that the person bears (M. Shabbat 6:2; 


M. Shekalim 3:2; Tosefta Shabbat 4:5, 9-10; TB Shabbat 61a-b; 
cf. Sanhedrin 21b-22b). But when they discuss an “expert 
amulet,” they are definitely referring to the active element of the 
artifact (M. Shabbat 6:2; TB Shabbat 53a, 57b; PT Shabbat 6:2). 
This is also the denotation of game'a (amulet) as being written 
on or wrapped in leather (Tosefta, Kelim, Bava Metsia 1:12; TB Pe- 
sahim mb). See also Kohut (1926, 7: 123, sv. 227). 

25. Many amulets have been found in such small metal boxes. 
See, for example, Naveh and Shaked (1993, amulets 17, 25, 30). 
Rolled and folded metal amulets wrapped in cloth were found 
during excavations in the ancient synagogue of Ma‘on (in the 
northwestern Negev). One of them was found with the bearing 
thread tied to its end (Rahmani 1961, 83). No amulet in a leather 
pouch has yet been found, but this appears to be merely acci- 
dental. For a picture of a rolled amulet that was preserved with 
its bearing threads, see Plate 6. A rolled box for an amulet is 
mentioned in PT Shabbat 6:2 and called siloneh (from the Greek 
сойду, meaning “tube” or "roll"). The same name is used 
in Sefer ha-Razim (M. Margalioth 1966, 88). The Babylonian Tal- 
mud (Shabbat 56b) refers to a copper roll into which one is sup- 
posed to place an ant, seal it with lead and with sixty seals, shake 
it, and then bear it on the body after saying a certain spell. It is 
hard to determine with any certainty whether or not minute metal 
rolls that were found empty or full of some unidentified material 
in excavations served as amulet boxes. When these boxes have 
loops for bearing, however, that was probably the case, and the 
boxes were amulets of roots or contained a vellum amulet that 
crumbled. See, for example, Baramki (1932, plate 5, finding 15) 


(only the author's initials are mentioned in the publication, and | 


relied on Gudovitz for Baramki’s name), Gudovitz (1996, 
68-69), and Harding (1950, 88-90, items 244, 289 and their pic- 
tures in plates 27-28). See also Saar (2003, 57-58). 

26. See, for example, Harari (2012b, 83, sec. 14), Naveh and 
Shaked (1993, 193, 231), and Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 
115, 175, 193, 368). For additional recipes, see Scháfer and Shaked 
(1994-1999, 3: 56 [hanging an amulet on a white cock for finding 
a lost treasure], 130 [hanging an amulet on a dried-out tree for it 
to bloom], 368 [hanging an amulet for success on the doorpost]). 

27. These examples can be found in the following works: hid- 
ing a harming amulet at the house of the victim, Naveh and 
Shaked (1987, 232; 1993, 231); hiding an amulet in a grave, Naveh 
and Shaked (1987, 232 [an egg amulet]); hiding an amulet on a 
river bank, Naveh and Shaked (1987, 230); placing an amulet on 
an animal's yoke, Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 146); plac- 
ing an amulet under the pillow, Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 
3: 369); and placing an amulet at the synagogue, Harari (2012b, 
93, sec. 105) and Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 69) (many 
amulets were indeed found in excavations of ancient synagogues 
and, at times, on the presumed location of the ark). For an 
amulet that was thrown into the fire, see Naveh and Shaked 
(1987, 87-88 [shards of this amulet were also found in the syna- 
gogue area]; cf. Schafer and Shaked 1994-1999, 2: 58-59). For 
throwing an amulet into the sea, see Harari (2012b, 89-90, sec. 
72) 

28. For references, see Harari (2001, 14-15). 

29. Cf. Abaye's comments on this matter: “My mother has 
told me: All the countings must contain the mother's name" (TB 


Shabbat 66b). The magic denotation of countings (minyanei) 


emerges from the context, and Rashi, commenting on TB Shab- 
bat 66b, explains: “ ‘All the countings’—all the incantations, and 
because they are multiples, three times or more, they are called 
countings.” Matriarchal indication of individuals also prevailed 
in Hellenistic magic. See Curbera (1999) and Gager (1992, 14 
and notes 70-72). Also see anthologies of amulets and cursing 
tablets, such as Gager (1992, 14), D. Jordan (1985b), and Kotan- 
sky (1994). This manner of indicating the amulet beneficiary was 
essential also in the Jewish tradition of magic during the Middle 
Ages and up to the modern period. For modern amulets (mainly 
those written on vellum or paper, not on metal, where the name 
of the client does not usually appear), see E. Davis and Frenkel 
(1995) and Shachar (1981). Cf. Harari (2005a; 2007a). For a sim- 
ilar practice on the Mi She-berekh (He who blessed) prayer for a 
sick person, see Golinkin (2002). 

30. On some of these areas, see Harari (1997a; 2000; 2001). 
Cf. also Harari (1998, 136-222; 2005c). 

31. For an overview of antidemonic Jewish adjuration texts 
from late antiquity, see Shaked (2005). 

32. On the rendering of the Hebrew lig'or (from the root g'r) as 
expelling or exorcising an evil spirit, see Sokoloff (1990, 134). 
This use appears already in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in the Genesis 
Apocryphon, and in the War Scroll. See Fitzmyer (2004, 120, 
211-12), Greenfield (1980, 38-39), and Yadin (1962, 329). In this 
sense, the root g'r is widespread in Jewish magic literature. See, 
for example, Naveh and Shaked (1987, 268; 1993, 266). See also 
Macintosh (1969). A formula using this term had already ap- 
peared in one of the silver amulets from Ketef Hinom. See 


Barkay et al. (2004, 65, 68). 


33. Tertian fever is a fever that rises in 72-hour cycles. Semiter- 
tian fever is a fever that rises in 36-hour cycles. In both cases it 
appears that the writers are speaking of malaria. On these med- 
ical terms, their Greek context, and their meaning, see Naveh and 
Shaked (1993, 36-37, 64). For further discussions on medicine in 
Jewish magic, see Harari (1998, 139-150), Naveh and Shaked 
(1993, 31-39) and Wandrey (2003). 

34. In the original, mishpat. Naveh and Shaked suggest that 
this word is related to shoftin (shiftin, shivtin, shivtei), which is 
mentioned in adjuration bowls as a spirit that brings disease. See 
Levene (2003a, 36 [М59]), Montgomery (1913, 92 and the bowls 
on pp. 174, 185 [Aramaic], and 236 [Syriac]), and Naveh and 
Shaked (1987, 134; 1993, 64, 115, 124, 132). 

35. On this name, originally Greek ABpaodé (or 
ABpagds), see Brashear (1995, 3577). 

36. This phrase probably hints at the tradition about the name 
of God that had been engraved in Moses's staff. See Harari 
(2005). 

37. By magic names, | mean combinations of letters of ће sort 
quoted here. By magic signs, | mean graphic signs which are 
intertwined in the adjuration text, most commonly charactéres. 

38. Naveh and Shaked (1987, 60-66). 

39. See, for example, Levene (2003a, 145-46), Montgomery 
(1913, 291), Naveh and Shaked (1987, 271; 1993, 268); and J. B. 
Segal (2000, 213). 

40. Cf. the recipe in Sefer ha-Razim titled “If (you wish) to 
bring around the citizens of the city.” Its purpose, as detailed 
there, was to bring around “all the citizens of this city, great and 


small, old and young, poor and honorable, so that the fear and 


Na’aman dated these lamellae to the fifth century BCE, contrary 
to the other scholars who ascribed it to the seventh-sixth century 
BCE. 

57. See Geller (1997). 

58. See С. J. Hamilton (1996) and Naveh and Shaked (1987, 
amulet 10). 

59. See Naveh (1985, 368) and Naveh and Shaked (1987, 
90-92). For instructions about hiding amulets in the synagogue, 
see Harari (2012b, 93, sec. 105) and Schafer and Shaked (1994— 
1999, 3: 69). 

60. For Jewish amulets in Greek, see Kotansky (1994, amulets 
2, 33) and Kotansky et al. (1992). See also the later discussion on 
the magic bronze medallion, and note the caution required when 
determining that magic artifacts and texts in Greek are Jewish. 

61. Naveh and Shaked (1987, amulet 3). The title "rabbi" may 
not bear the special meaning attached to it in rabbinic literature 
and could be used here as a general honorific address. See S. J. 
D. Cohen (1981). And cf. the adjuration bowl written for "Rav 
Yosef son of Imma de-Imma" in Harviainen (1981). 

62. Kotansky et al. (1992). Cf. Bohak (2008, 231-35). Relation- 
ships of this kind between clients and charm writers from other 
cultural-religious communities are also recorded in the Baby- 
lonian incantation bowls. 

63. On the name Metradotion (Mntpadatiov), 
see Kotansky (1994, 320). Also see the discussion on this amulet 
in Kotansky (1991a; 1994, 312-25). 

64. On the Christian monogram in the Evron amulet, see 
Dauphin (1998, 1: 220) and Saar (2003, 52—55). For another Jew- 


ish amulet including an apparently Christian sign, see Naveh and 


Shaked (1987, amulet 4). On Christian elements in Jewish adju- 
ration bowls from Babylonia and their possible meaning, see 
Levene (1999) and Shaked (19992; 2000a, 6). 

65. For updated editions of amulets, see Eshel and Leiman 
(2010), С. J. Hamilton (1996), Kotansky (1991a [1994, amulet 
56]; 1991b), Kotansky et al. (1992); McCullough and Glazier- 
McDonald (1996; 1998), Naveh (2002), Naveh and Shaked 
(1987, 40-62, 68-122; 1993, 43-107), and Tsereteli (1996). See 
also the second-third century CE golden leaf excavated near 
Halbturn (eastern Austria), on which a Greek transcription of the 
Hebrew Shema’ Yisra'el formula (Deuteronomy 6:4) is engraved 
(Eshel et al. 2010). If this lamella was indeed a Jewish amulet, as 
its redactors assume, then this is the earliest artifact from late 
antiquity currently available. Beside these, note also the Baby- 
lonian Jewish lead amulet described in Geller (1997). Despite the 
caution required concerning the cultural origin of Greek amulets 
containing “Jewish elements,” two of them do seem to be Jewish: 
an amulet written for Yehuda (IOYAA) and an amulet includ- 
ing God's names and passages from Jewish liturgy. See Kotansky 
(1994, amulets 2, 33). 

66. For the cloth amulet, see Naveh and Shaked (1987, 216) 
and note 15 in this chapter. 

67. For scientific editions of amulets in the Cairo Genizah, see 
Bohak (2009¢; 2010a), Harari (2011), Mann (1972, 2: 91), Naveh 
and Shaked (1987, Genizah 1, 3, 4, 7, 8; 1993, Genizah 10, 12, 19, 
27, 29), Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 151-98, 206-34, and 
2: 240-63, 266-73, 305-11), and Schiffman and Swartz (1992, ex- 
cept for the texts on 93-98, 129-30, and 160-64, which may not 


be amulets). Jewish amulets from the Genizah in Arabic are yet 


to be published, but see Kahn (1986, 58-59). Four ink on paper 
prints of amulets in Arabic that were found in the Genizah are 
discussed by Schaefer (2001). Schaefer considers eleven prints 
in this article, all but one of which are amulets. This is an inter- 
esting example of an early stage in the production of print 
amulets in the West. These are Muslim amulets addressing Allah 
in search of help and protection, using the bismillah formula and 
names of Allah, quoting Quran verses and at times drawing 
graphic signs. The amulets are generic, and the potential client is 
mentioned in them in general terms, such as “the bearer of this 
writing.” An interesting question is how these amulets came to 
be stored in the Cairo Genizah, and one possibility is that they 
may have been used by Jews, though this is merely a guess. 

68. In line with the large number of magic gems, the scope of 
the research on them is vast. The best and most comprehensive 
study is still that of Bonner (1950). He based his study on about 
375 gems (and about 30 medallions and magic metal bracelets). 
Two other useful, extensive anthologies are Simone (2001) and 
Spier (2007). Jewish gems are reviewed at length by Spier (2007, 
159-70). Cf. Bohak (2008, 158-65). For ancient Iranian magic 
gems, see Gyselen (1995). 

69. See Bohak (2003a; 2004b) and M. Smith (1996). Bohak 
(2007) emphasizes the asymmetry of mutual borrowing as re- 
flected in Jewish and Hellenistic magic sources. As will be 
shown, cross-cultural cooperation is also well reflected in Baby- 
lonian magic bowls. 

72. See Bohak (2004b, 102-3) and the examples there. See 
also Bonner (1950, 26-32). 

71. Spier (2007) counts thirteen such gems (items 953-965), 


some of which have not yet been published. 

72. See Keil (1940). Cf. Bohak (2008, 161-62) and Scholem 
(1990, 29n48). 

73. Elements of this language, such as 
oópavosibi (heaven-form) and 
8aAacaciói] (sea-form) can also be traced in Greek 
magical papyri (PGM IV 3063-64). See Keil (1940, 80). 

24. See Reifenberg (1950, 143) and Schwabe and Reifenberg 
(1946). 

25. Only relatively few magic gems have been found in autho- 
rized excavations, and their source has been recorded with cer- 
tainty. For a detailed list, see Kotansky (1997). The greatest Pales- 
tinian finding is a group of more than 160 gems in Caesarea 
(Hamburger 1968). For more than ninety other gems, apparently 
originating in Palestine and its surroundings, see Manns (1978). 
Cf. Bohak (1997), Dauphin (1993), Elgavish (1994, 140), Kotan- 
sky (1997), Raffaeli (1920), and E. Stern and Sharon (1995, 32). 

76. Using a gem for easing birth pains is mentioned by the 
Karaite Ya'qub al-Qirqisani as part of the "natural things wielding, 
extraordinary influence.” He claims that when this stone, whose 
essence he does not mention, is placed under a woman experi- 
encing a difficult birth, it causes her to give birth immediately. 
This issue is cited in al-Qirqisani’s long discussion against 
witchcraft and in support of the wonders of true prophecy. Clear- 


ly, he is referring to the stone's "natural" influence, as he under- 
stands it (such as magnetic power or the power of healing herbs 
and poison), rather than to the power stored in magic symbols 
engraved in it. See Nemoy (1986, 338-39). 


77. Michael Morony counts at least 885 bowls. More than half 


of them (565) were in the National Museum of Iraq, with 142 
more in the British Museum; the rest are in various museums 
and private collections (Morony 2003, 87-93). Five large private 
collections were not included in this estimate: the Schøyen col- 
lection (Norway), which includes about 650 bowls; the Gil Shaya 
Moussaieff collection (Israel), with about 300 bowls; the Shlomo 
Moussaieff collection (England), with more than 100 bowls; and 
the collections of Samir Dehays (Jordan) and Barakat Gallery 
(England), each with about 75 bowls. On the publication of the 
Jewish bowls and their study, see chapter 2. 

78. Two of the bowls contained animal bones. According to 
the excavation findings, in this case we are not speaking of an 
animal's burial in the bowl but of the ritual use of a limb, of 
which only the bones remained. Fulvio Franco reports that an 
incantation bowl from the Sassanid era was found in Tel Baruda 
together with the bones and skull of a cat (Franco 1978-1979, 
233). In the Venco Ricciardi article to which he refers, however, 
the bones are mentioned without any connection to the bowl, 
and therefore it is not clear whether this is indeed evidence of the 
use of animals in the context of the incantation bowls (Venco 
Ricciardi 1973-1974, 19). Sacrifice was a widespread element of 
magic practice in late antiquity. In the context of Jewish magic, 
see Swartz (1995). In the context of Hellenistic magic, see John- 
ston (2002). On the use of a human skull in Jewish magic, see 
the next subsection ("Magic Skulls"). 

79. See Gibson et al. (1998, 24-26). On the most ancient 
bowls ever found in the Nippur excavation, cf. Gibson et al. 
(1978, 56-67). For a summary of the excavation findings accord- 
ing to the layers, see Gibson et al. (1978, 7, 88-106, 107). Six later 


bowls (from the sixth and seventh centuries CE) were also found 
in this excavation. See Hunter (1995b and note 2 therein). So far, 
no evidence is available about the existence of this magic prac- 
tice beyond the Middle East. Cyrus Gordon's suggestion that the 
bowls from Knossos are a Minoan cultural parallel to the Baby- 
lonian bowls is purely speculative and should not be accepted. 
See Gordon (1964) and the critique of Hagg (1993, 394n56). 

Bo. See Shaked (2000a, 58m; 2005b, 10; 2010, 221). Obvi- 
ously, this relative restriction in the dates of these bowls’ writ- 
ings does not dictate a sweeping restriction in the dating of all 
bowls. Several scholars even extend the period of their writing 
for more than a century in each direction, based on paleographic 
and other considerations. 

81, On literary features of the bowls, see Shaked et al. (2013, 
13-27). On talmudic motifs, see Shaked (2005a; 2005b) and later 
discussion. On Hanina b. Dosa, see Shaked et al. (2013, 53-96). 
Cf. Shaked (2002, 68). On the story of Solomon and Ashmedai 
in the context of the magic bowls, see Levene (2003b) and Ten- 
‘Ami (2013). On bowls for clients titled “Ray,” see Ford and Ten- 
Ami (2012) and Harviainen (1981). An early (and at times prob- 
lematic) attempt to tie together rabbinic literature and the magic 
bowls was done by Irving Teitelbaum (1964). For a unique bowl 
whose entire content is five verses from Ezekiel and Jeremiah 
and the translation of some of them into Aramaic, see Kaufman 
(1973). Unlike Kaufman, | doubt whether this bowl was indeed 
written for a performative end. In any event, it does not meet the 
list of criteria for an adjuration text that | suggested in chapter 3. 

82. For an anthology of bowls with the divorce theme embed- 


ded in their incantations, see Shaked et al. (2013, 99-275). For 


McCullogh (1967), Pognon (1979), and Yamauchi (1967). Cf. 
Morgenstern (2012) and Morony (1984, 384—430), and see J. В. 
Segal (2000, 103-50) for the Mandaic and Syriac bowls in the 
British Museum collection. Adjuration bowls in Arabic are also 
found in the British Museum collection. They have not yet been 
the subject of a scientific study. 

93. See Hunter (2000a, 189-202; 2000b, esp. 165-72). The 
existence of additional magical containers in the form of a goblet 
or a vase, although rare, is also worth noting. See Levene (2002, 
11, 19-20). See also Gordon (19342). 

94. See Levene (2003a) and Morony (2003, 85 and plates 
6-9). 

95. On the iconography of the bowls, see Hunter (1998; 
2000a, 202-4; 2000b) and Vilozny (2010; 2013). Some scholars 
have suggested that, at times, the paintings in the bowls resem- 
ble the sorcerer raising his hand to exorcise the demons. See 
Gordon (1951, 98), Montgomery (1913, 55), Morony (1984, 390, 
411; 2003, 98), Vilozny (2010, 202, 251-60), and Yamauchi 
(1967, 5). For a bowl that is altogether a painting of a she-demon 
surrounded by drawings of "waves" resembling the lines of an 
adjuration text, see Franco (1978-1979, 240). Elliot Wolfson has 
suggested that the magic power of the bowls rests mainly on 
their visual symbols—the iconography and the pictography. In 
his view, which | do not share, they are more important than the 
contents (Wolfson 2001). 

96. For an overview of the antidemonic character of the bowls, 
see Shaked (2005b). On incantation bowls for other purposes, 
see the following: for harm, Levene (2013) (in which thirty bowls, 


bearing curses and countercharms, were published) and 


Morgenstern (2007a); for love, Montgomery (1913, 213); for find- 
ing favor (combined with love and blocking rivals’ mouth from 
generating evil sorceries, Montgomery (1913, 178); and for eco- 
nomic success, Levene and Bhayro (2005-2006). 

97. For an anthology and study of qibla' bowls, see Levene 
(2011; 2013, bowls 1-6, 19-21). 

98. The incantation, which details the realm of protection and 
the names of the individuals and their mutual family ties, pro- 
vides a broad arena for the sociological study of the bowls. For 
the beginning of such a study, see Morony (2003, 100-107). 

99. The choice of bowls as magic artifacts results from a cul- 
tural preference, the roots of which, as noted, go back to the sec- 
ond millennium BCE. Erica Hunter tied it to the apotropaic cult 
of the zisurrü, or flour circle, widespread in Babylonia in the first 
millennium BCE (Hunter 2000b, 176-80). Gordon tied the 
choice of bowls to their similarities with skulls (Gordon 1957, 
162). David Frankfurter anchored the choice in a practice for 
trapping scorpions (Frankfurter 2015). On the circle in Jewish 
magic and as a universal magic symbol, see Harari (2005b, note 
8). 

100. For a formal analysis of the incantations in the Aramaic 
bowls, see Shaked (2011) and Shaked et al. (2013, 8-13). 

101. For the Aramaic barogta’ (baraqti, Багай), see Jastrow 
(1903, 197) and Sokoloff (2002, 247). 

102. The original nidra' be-hirshei apparently refers to the 
demonization of maleficent sorceries, that is, to the embodiment 
of the harmful adjuration in a demonic power called Nidra'. 

103. On the views concerning the origin of demons in the 


world, see Chapter 6. 


104. Naveh and Shaked (1993, 137-38). 

205. Literally, “shadow.” On the danger of the shadow, see TB 
Pesahim mb. 

106. Manushay in the original. For this alternation of Anushay, 
see Naveh and Shaked (1987, 148-50). 

107. Naveh and Shaked (1987, 146-51). On bowl incantations 
for blocking evil sorceries, see Montgomery (1913, 83-89). 

108. The scribe omitted the last five letters of the word 
kaw, which compose the word TRW, “your ene- 
mies" (literally "those who hate you"). The space between the 
words, which is insufficient to insert all the missing letters, 
shows that this is not a word that had been written in the original 
and is no longer readable (see Naveh and Shaked 1987, plate 
20). The precise quote of the verse and the written letter mem 
show that this was not a scribe's mistake. 

109. See Jeremiah 25:27. Cf. also Jeremiah 8:4 and Amos 8:14. 

uo. Cf. Leviticus 26:37. 

1u. Two words in the original Hebrew in these verses, which 
were changed by the writer of the bowl while still keeping their 
assonance, ham'ed|ham'et and neshamah/leshamah, show the 
version of the psalm known to him, apparently by heart. 

112. See Sokoloff (2002, 1127, s.v. Кт). A spirit of ear 
infection (rualt shahalnia’) had been mentioned already in the 
Genesis Apocryphon scroll. See Fitzmyer (2004, 102, 210). 

113. On the YRWR demon, cf. Levene (20032, 40), J. B. Segal 
(2000, 213), and Sokoloff (2002, 514). 

114. Naveh and Shaked (1987, 174-79). For more curse texts in 
the Aramaic incantation bowls, see Levene (2013). 


315. See Levene (2003a, 24-30) and Shaked (2011). 


116. Shaul Shaked pointed out to me that several bowls in the 
Schøyen collection were found one inside the other, possibly 
with the wish of making the complex more powerful. Mandaic 
bowls that designate the cemetery in the context of their use 
(debeit qubraya’) attest that this too was a preferred site for this 
purpose. Several bowls were indeed found in an excavation in an 
area of graves. See Montgomery (1913, 14, 43-44), Pognon (1979, 
30, 88) (= Yamauchi 1967, 208, 162), and Naveh and Shaked 
(1987, 15-16, 152-53). 

117. The idea that the demons enter the house through corners 
had appeared already in the Testament of Solomon 7:5 (Duling 
1983, 969). On the evidence from bowls in this regard, see, for 
example, the following formula, meant to tie the demons to the 
four corners of the house: “Suppressed are you! Bound are you, 
bound! Bound are you and sealed are you in [ea]ch one of the 
four corners of the house" (Montgomery 1913, 133). See also 
Montgomery 1913, 41-42 and note 13). Cf. also the incantation 
discussed earlier where the demons are adjured to go away from 
the four corners of the client's house. The threshold is also men- 
tioned in the incantations. For example, "O Lilith Hablas, the 
granddaughter of Lilith Zarnai, who dwells on the threshold" 
(Gordon 19342, 470). The wording in another bowl requires Lilith 
to be "suppressed and sealed away from the house and from the 
threshold" (Gordon 1951, 307); cf. Segal's comments on this 
bowl (J. B. Segal 2000, 99, bowl 68A). See also Naveh and 
Shaked (1987, bowls 5, 11; 1993, bowls 15, 19) and Shaked et al. 
(2013, 281). A similar approach is also found in Mandaic adju- 
ration bowls. For the threshold, see, for example, Yamauchi 


(1967, 230, 234). For the four corners of the house, see 


Harviainen (1995), J. B. Segal (2000, bowl 76M; cf. bowl 82M, 
with a drawing of a house with its four corners and the power of 
Hiyya’ ["life,” the god invoked for help in most Mandaic bowls] 
therein), and Yamauchi (1967, 154, 156, 290). On the four cor- 
ners of the house in antidemonic rituals in Islam, cf. Sviri (2002, 
206-7). 

118. On the location of the bowls, see Hunter (1995b, 62), 
Montgomery (1913, 13-14, 40-45), Naveh and Shaked (1987, 15), 
and Shaked (2000a, 54-65; 2005b, 8). For a summary on the use 
of the bowls, see J. B. Segal (2000, 27-29) and Shaked (2005). 

319. This phenomenon is not specific to Jewish bowls. The 
names of the clients and the instructions for use reveal a wide- 
spread use of bowls by clients belonging to cultural-religious 
communities different from that of the bowl writer. See Levene 
(1999, 291), Montgomery (1913, 49-50), Naveh and Shaked 
(1987, 18), and Shaked (1997; 2000, 64-66; 2002, 65-66). 

120. On Mandaic influences on the Jewish version of the bowl, 
see Greenfield and Naveh (1985) and Harviainen (1981). For a 
Jewish use of the adjuration “By the name of Jesus ... and by the 
name of his exalted Father and in the name of the Holy Spirit," 
see Levene (1999) and Shaked (19993). In the opposite direction, 
see the case of bowl writers in Syriac borrowing the theme and 
the divorce deed of R. Joshua b. Perahia for exorcising a lilith in 
Montgomery (1913, 225-30, bowls 32, 33), and cf. Shaked (2002, 
68). Hellenistic influence, though relatively rare, is also evident 
in the bowls (Shaked 2002, 71-72). 

121. See Montgomery (1913, 256-57). Montgomery does not 
mention where the skull came from. He published its finding as 


an appendix to his study on the Nippur bowls, and the skull 


could be part of the Nippur archaeological findings. Levene, who 
has recently examined the remnants of the skull, determined that 
almost no readable traces remain and that Montgomery's read- 
ings can no longer be corroborated or improved. See Levene 
(2006, 364-65). 

322. On the other hand, this similarity and the relatively good 
state of the skull, which Shlomo Moussaieff acquired in an antiq- 
uities market, raise the suspicion that it could be a forgery. 

123. For a detailed study of all these skulls and their photo- 
graphs, see Levene (2006). 

124. In the end, the skull was brought to R. Hiyya's house and 
his wife burned it in the oven. See TB Sanhedrin 82a. 

125. See Harari (1997b, 142, sec. 174) and Schafer and Shaked 
(1994-1999, 3: 93). The indicated manuscript in Schafer and 
Shaked's work (Ms Cambridge, Cambridge University Library, 
T-S K1.3) was written in the late-sixteenth-century, but its con- 
tents match recipe books in earlier manuscripts. This is probably 
a later copy of an earlier work, though so far we cannot prove 
this. On the magic-therapeutic use of mummies in the Ottoman 
Empire, including among Jews, see Ben Naeh (2000, 98, 104) 
and Patai (1983, 308-12). 

126. On magic and the dead in later Jewish culture, see Harari 
(2007, 75n72; 2015). 

127. Although some of the magic works are dated to the mid- 
dle of the first millennium or even before, their surviving 
manuscripts are much later. 

128. Kotansky et al. (1992, Il. 20, 32). Cf. also on this matter 
Naveh and Shaked (1993, amulet 3o, Il. 7-8). For a similar phe- 


nomenon in a Greek amulet, see Kotansky (1994, amulet 32). 


329. On demonology in Qumran, see chapter 6. On the exor- 
cising texts, see also Bohak (2008, 105-12), Eshel (2003), and 
Lange (1997). 

130. See Naveh (1998) (cf. Naveh 1996). Naveh's position 
seems preferable to the other hypothesis, which claims that the 
vellum fragment is a fragment from an amulet. See Penny and 
Weise (1994). 

131. For the latest edition of this text, see Martínez et al. (1998, 
181-205). See also Eshel (1999, 270-83) and Puech (1989-1990). 
The textual inventory in the scroll is too limited and fragmented. 
The scholars’ completions are impressive, but they should be 
approached with care. Although explicit exorcist wordings are 
few, the text as a whole does appear to constellate into what is 
seemingly a remnant of a collection of adjurations against 
demons. And indeed, at least one passage from this scroll made 
its way into later exorcising praxis, as can be seen from a Ge- 
nizah magic fragment (Ms Cambridge, Cambridge University Li- 
brary, T-S K1.123) that includes a slightly different version of the 
Qumran formula. See Bohak (2012b). 

132. If myr’ is indeed a technical term for one who exorcises 
(scares) demons, then this is indeed an explicit version of an 
exorcist adjuration. See Baumgarten (1991-1992, 136) and Eshel 
(1999, 286-88). 

333. For the text, see Baillet (1982, 215-62), and Martínez and 
Tigchelaar (1998, 2: 1029). For its study, see Nitzan (1986; 1994, 
227-72). Cf. Baumgarten (1986) and Ta-Shma (1986). Psalm 91, 
known in the Talmuds as shir shel pega‘im (the song for tormen- 
tors) or shir shel hanega‘im (the song for afflictions) (TB Shevu'ot 
15b; PT Eruvin 12), was also copied at the end of the exorcist 


scroll (11Q11). Additional scroll passages (4Q444, 6Q18) have 
been read and interpreted as protection hymns, but the infor- 
mation they contain does not appear to be sufficient for con- 
cretely tying them to the current discussion. See Chazon (1999) 
and Eshel (1999, 313-16). 

134. See Cowley (1915, 212 and plate 28), Geller (1985), and 
Sirat (1985, 121 and plate 76). 

135. Shaul Shaked indicates about 2,000 magic Genizah frag- 
ments in a list he built, most of them found at the University of 
Cambridge Library. This list has been recently expanded by 
Gideon Bohak. For a preliminary survey of this inventory, see 
Bohak (2010c) and the bibliography in Shaked (2000b). An- 
thologies of these texts were published by Naveh and Shaked 
(1987; 1993) and Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999). More frag- 
ments were published by Bellusci (2011), Bohak (2011b; 2012b), 
Gottheil and Worrel (1972, 106-7), Levene and Bohak (2012), 
Mann (1972, 2: 91-92, 94) Saar (2007; 2008; 2013), and Schiff- 
man and Swartz (1992, 93-98, 129-30, 160-64). My preference is 
to include in the instructional literature incantation passages that 
have not been identified for sure as amulets (through a mention 
of the client by name and by his or her mother's name or 
through such phrases as "the bearer of this text" or "the bearer 
of this amulet"). Some of them, such as those cited in Mann 
(1972, 2: 94) or Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 2: 264-65), 
could be ready-made amulets for use by passing clients. 

136. On the groups of sorceries included in the list that ap- 
pears in Harba de-Moshe, see Harari (1997b, 126). For additional 
instances, see, for example, Naveh and Shaked (1993, Genizah 11, 


3-4 [on fertility, pregnancy, and birth], 24 [two pairs of recipes for 


two purposes: for expelling crickets from the house and for a 
scorpion bite]) and Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 58-59 
[four recipes for love]; 1: 136-38 [two pairs of recipes on matters 
of knowledge—for finding a thief and for interpreting a dream— 
and a pair of recipes for turning hatred into love]; 3: 145-47 [two 
recipes for returning a fugitive, three for fishing a big fish. The 
correct order of the pages there should be 1b, 1a, 2a, 2b]). 

137. Examples of the first pattern are taken from several 
sources. Examples of the second pattern are all from Harba 
de-Moshe, where this is the prevalent pattern in both Hebrew and 
Aramaic. 

138. Jewish magic literature bears no trace of the widespread 
image of women as witches and is worded entirely in male lan- 
guage. A claim could be made that male-gendered formulations 
are meant as gender-neutral ones (although this claim seems 
unpersuasive to me) or that women had an oral magic tradition. 
My view is that the accusation of witchcraft hurled at women is 
anchored in a historical reality unrelated to women’s ritual in- 
volvement but touching on gender relationships in the accusing, 
society. Its sources lie in the male desire for social hegemony 
and in the fear of threatening female power, which is labeled dan- 
gerous and illegitimate. On this matter in the context of the Sec- 
ond Temple and rabbinic literature, see chapters 6 and 7. 

139. The charactéres, which are also known as ring letters, are 
made up of a combination of lines with circles at their ends. 
They originated in the Greco-Roman world and were also wide- 
spread in Christian and Muslim magic. For their function in Hel- 
lenistic magic, see, for example, Frankfurter (1994, 205-11) and 


Gager (1992, 10-11). They were named after the Greek term 


jupaxcipez, which was distorted over the course of 

time. In the Middle Ages they were also known as the Alpha 
Betha of Metatron, angels’ script, and setumot. In Sefer ha-Razim 
they are called karakterim and kalakterim (M. Margalioth 
1966, 4, 83-87). In the Genizah we find kalaktiraya’ (Naveh and 
Shaked 1993, 148, 196). When the word was no longer under- 
stood, it was split into two (kol qtiraya’, “all the knots"), and 
thus the following version emerged: “You, all the holy knots” 
(‘atun kol qriraya' qadishaya’) (Naveh and Shaked 1987, 216-17). 
In the Muslim world these signs were sometimes called 
qalafteriat. For a discussion of this and other similar terms, see 
Winkler (1930, 160-63). On these and other magic signs in Jew- 
ish magic, see Bohak (2008, 270-78; 2011a). On their meaning 
as the angels! alphabet in a brief treatise from the circle of the 
medieval rabbi Nehemia ben Shlomo (the prophet from Erfurt), 
see Idel (2006) and Weinstock (1982). 

149. See, for example, Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 135— 
39). On the linguistic pattern of recipe books, see also Schafer 
(1990, 85). 

14). Harari (2012b, 84, sec. 22). The words “from YYHQLTYH 
until YYSWSWGYH" refer to a precise sequence of names in the 
magic sword of names that is specified in the second part of the 
work. On this method of the author of Harba de-Moshe, see 
Harari (1997b, 115-21, 129-31). 

142. Schafer and Shaked (1994—1999, 1: 136-37). 

143. On these spices, see M. Margalioth (1966, 11, 73), Mor- 
gan (1983, 33), and Rebiger and Schafer (2009, 2: 216-17). 

144. In the original, “and say and call,” which is apparently а 


scribal mistake. 


145. M. Margalioth (1966, 73-74). 

146. In light of the evidence collected in recent decades, we 
can clearly reject hypotheses, such as that of Hen Merchavya, 
that touch on the pure theoretical interest of the author and 
copiers of Sefer ha-Razim in the book's material (Merchavya 
1972). 

147. Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 135-36). 

148. Naveh and Shaked (1993, 216-17). 

149. See Harari (2012b, 90-95, secs. 78, 93, 126) and Morgan 
(1983, 67-72). 

150. All these works have some literary structure, but only in 
two that are included in the last group—Sefer ha-Razim and 
Harba de-Moshe—is this structure the organizing principle of 
the work and not merely the product of another organizing prin- 
ciple. 

151. On the antidemonic use of Psalms 3, 29, and 91 in the 
Babylonian Talmud, see chapter 7. On the Christian use of 
psalms, see Rebiger (2010, 33-34) and Schafer and Shaked 
(1994-1999, 3: 10-13). 

152. The original is miswritten. See the parallel versions in 
Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 214, 242n, 279n). 

: 204-5). 

154. For a discussion of the work—its literary components, 

the history of its editing—see Rebiger (2010, 1-43) and Schafer 


153. Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 


and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 2-17). The manuscripts from this 
genre were annotated in Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 202- 
375). Cf. also Scháfer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 138-39). See 
also Barkai (1987, 71-77) and the studies of Bill Rebiger on later 
redactions of Sefer Shimush Tehillim (Rebiger 1999; 2003; 2010). 


155. On this matter and on the possible connection between 
this work and Hekhalot literature and its creators, see Schafer 
(1996). 

156. For Genizah fragments of Shimush Shemoneh ‘Esreh, see 
Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, vol. 2, texts 26, 29). See also 
Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, vol. 2, text 30), which expands 
the liturgical blessings through the use of names but without 
suggesting action through them. Cf. also the parallels in Ms 
Michael 9 (= Ms Oxford, Bodleian Library 1531), and see also Ms 
Bibliothèque de Genève, Comites Latentes 145 (formerly Sassoon 
290), pp. 265-67 (secs. 627-647). These manuscript versions of 
the work are broader and more complete than those in the Ge- 
nizah fragments. The examples of the blessings’ purposes are 
from Ms Bibliothéque de Genéve, except for the first, which is 
from Scháfer and Shaked (1994-1999, 2: 103). 

157. Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, vol. 2, texts 22-24). 
Some of these fragments were first published in Schafer (1984, 
140-51). For a discussion of this work, see Lesses (1998, 260- 
78) and Schafer (1996). On the use of the liturgical blessings, 
see also Schäfer and Shaked (1994-1999, 2: 1-14) and Schäfer 
(1990, 80-81). The use of the Amidah prayer and its blessings is 
also mentioned іп Нага de-Moshe. See Harari (2012b, 90, sec. 
77; 95, sec. 127). Also see Harari (1997b, 25, 98-99). 

158. See Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 2: 105 [2b], 119-20 
[1a-b]). 

159. The Karaite Daniel al-Qumisi refers to the use of "a pure 
name and an impure name" (shem tahor ve-shem tame’) as а 
Rabbanite sorcery. Ya'qub al-Qirqisani ascribes to the Rabbanites 


a belief in the power of a "name of purity" (shem taharah) and a 


"name of impurity" (shem tum'ah). See the discussion in chap- 
ter 6. According to the work known as ‘Inyan Sofah, “a пате in 


purity and a name i 


impurity" (shem be-taharah ve-shem 
be-tum'ah) had been known “to the Sanhedrin of Israel, which 
were familiar with the seventy names (of God), and a name in 
purity and a name in impurity, and (concerning) all the main 
deeds (based on these names) they knew everything” (Schafer 
and Shaked 1994-1999, 1: 19, 32). "[Members of] the Sanhedrin 
of Israel” are also mentioned in the treatise Arba‘ah Yesodot as 
knowers of names (Schafer and Shaked 1994-1999, 1: 69). 

160. Scháfer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 46-54). Cf. Schafer 
and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 57 [T-S. K1.37, 1a-1b]). 

161. Schäfer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 69). The quoted pas- 
sages are from two additional fragments of the work found in 
Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 47-48, 57-58). Schafer and 
Shaked draw a distinction between the two parallel passages 
from the opening mentioned here last (T-S. K1.2, T-S. K1.37) 
and the first (JTSL ENA 2643.6-7), and saw them as passages 
from separate works (Schäfer and Shaked 1994-1999, 1: 8). My 
view is that these are fragments from the same work or, at least, 
from the same magic genre. 

162. Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 20). See the entire text 
and the discussion in Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 15-28, 
32 [passage 1b]). See also Schafer (1996, 541-44), Swartz (2002, 
307-11), and Veltri (1993). A hint at the existence of an alternative 
ritual to the biblical test appears also in Megilat '"Ahima'ag 
(The Scroll of Ahima'az, from mid-eleventh-century Italy). See 
Harari (2006b). 


163. Schafer and Shaked (1994—1999, 1: 20). 


164. Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 1: 20). 

165. Scholem (1981). On the geographic and historical origin 
of this text, see Scholem (1981, 245-46). Hannu Juusola (2004) 
points to linguistic closeness between the Aramaic dialect wide- 
spread in Babylonian incantation bowls and the Aramaic sections 
of Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva. 

166. On Palestinian elements in the work, see Harari (2001, 
35). The purpose of the work is explained at its end: "And after he 
finishes reciting this havdalah, he should let the sick drink from 
it ... and say ... thus should all the maladies of N son of N leave 
him and never ever return to him" (Scholem 1981, 281). The 
wording of the adjurations attests to the connection between 
sickness and harmful witchcraft or demonic attack. The opening 
of the work mentions additional purposes, among them, "for one 
removed from his wife and for opening the heart" (Ms Oxford, 
Bodleian Library, 1539 is far more detailed). Magic literature 
shows that all the issues mentioned are related to harmful sor- 
cery and to demonic afflictions. On harmful magic aimed at in- 
flicting sexual impotence ("for one removed from his wife"), see 
Ratzaby (1992). “Opening the heart,” meaning improving the 
ability to learn, recollect, and understand, is mentioned at the 
opening of the Havdalah de-Rabbi Aqiva as a result of the inclu- 
sion of an adjuration of Potah, the prince of forgetfulness (Sar 
ha-Shikhehah) at its end. In this context, the editing of the Hav- 
dalah de-Rabbi Aqiva may hint at an approach whereby harm to 
the intellectual ability, which the opening of the heart is meant to 
take care of, is also a result of harmful sorcery. Recipes for such 
an injury are indeed known. See, for example, Harari (2012b, 96, 


sec. 129). In any event, the recommendations at the opening are 


hard to reconcile with the instructions at the end, and the recom- 
mendations, in all their different versions in the manuscripts, do 
not seem to be part of the work's original editing but are rather 
additions by later copiers (cf. Scholem 1981, 248). 

167. For the later manuscripts, see Bohak (20142, 1: 229-31) 
and Tocci (1984; 1986). On the Genizah fragment, see Schäfer 
and Shaked (1994-1999, 2: 30-31). 

168. Tocci (1986, 103-4). 

169. For critical editions of these works and extensive discus- 
sion of their textual history, see Wandrey (2004). 

170. Bonfil (2009, 237). In this context the work is also men- 
tioned later, in Midrash Leqah Tov: "No one should wonder 
about the hekhalot of R. Ishmael and about the words of R. Aqiva 
who, in Sefer ha-Yashar, talk about the act concerning the chariot 
(ma'aseh merkavah), since all are clear to one who understands 
that all are powers and glories of the Creator" (Midrash Leqah 
Tov on Deuteronomy 4:12 [vol. 2, 14]). 

171. See Wandrey (2004, 8-19). 

172. For the edition of the work, see Wandrey (2004, 200- 
205). 

173. For versions of Torat ha-Malbush and Sefer ha-Malbush, 
see Wandrey (2004, 97-182). On the editing of these works, see 
also Wandrey (2004, 30-32). On the ritual of the wearing of the 
name, see Wandrey (2004, 41-96). On the gold plate in Jewish 
magic, see Swartz (2001b). Scholem holds that Sefer ha-Malbush 
originated in Babylonia at the beginning of the Geonic period 
and that its sources are even earlier (Scholem 1990, 20, 180; cf. 
Alexander 1986, 344-45). Wandrey's text criticism, however, de- 


notes that two separate works existed, only one of which (Torat 


ha-Malbush) was included within the time and place constraints 
discussed here. 

174. The makeup of "Arba'ah Yesodot seems to resemble this 
description and should perhaps be included in this group. The 
fragmented version that has reached us, however, is insufficient 
to understand the general structure and the scope of the infor- 
mation included in it, beyond the reference to four yesodot and a 
few magic acts related to them. 

175. Rebiger and Schäfer (2009). My interest is in version |. 

176. On the editing and the manuscripts at its basis, see M. 
Margalioth (1966, ix-xvi, 47-51). For reservations about the mo- 
saic-like character of Margalioth's edition and the version of the 
text that he annotated, see Gruenwald (1980, 226-27), Mer- 
chavya (1967, 301-2), Niggermeyer (1975, 16-17), and Schafer 
(1988, 15). Philip Alexander holds that it is entirely justified to be- 
lieve that a work such as that Margalioth constructed did exist 
once (Alexander 1986, 349; 2003b, 172). For an English trans- 
lation of Margalioth's redaction of Sefer ha-Razim, see Morgan 
(1983). 

177. Gruenwald (1980, 226-27, notes 6-7). 

178. M. Margalioth (1966, 65-66). Cf. Morgan (1983, 17-18). 
An additional version of the preface appears in a partial copy of it 
that Margalioth had not been aware of, on the margins of pages 
16-17 in Ms Bibliothéque de Genéve, Comites Latentes 145. 

179. M. Margalioth (1966, 66). Cf. Morgan (1983, 19). 

180. M. Margalioth (1966, 56-57). Mysteries and their reve- 
lation are a key issue in the Apocrypha, the Qumran scrolls, and 
Hekhalot and Merkavah literature. See, for example, Elior 
(2004b, passim) and Gruenwald (1988, 65-123). On lists of 


mystical knowledge revealed to the chosen, see Stone (1976). 

181. As we know, the rabbis also anchored their teachings in a 
similar tradition (M. Avot 1:1). On delivery traditions in mystical- 
magic writings, see Swartz (1996, 173-205). 

182. A third option—the author who collected and edited the 
sorceries suggested in the work wrote a preface far removed 
from its contents—appears much less plausible to me. 

183. M. Margalioth (1966, 81, 92, 96, 104). Cf. Morgan (1983, 
43, 61, 67, 77)- 

184. M. Margalioth (1966, 67, 81, 92, 96). Cf. Morgan (1983, 
21, 43, 61, 67-68). 

185. On these and other visions in the pseudepigraphic liter- 
ature, see Dean-Otting (1984), Gruenwald (1980, 29-72), and M. 
Himmelfarb (1993). On the firmaments and angelology in the 
Hekhalot literature, see, for example, Dan (1996) and Elior 
(1993). 

186. On the magic practice of Sefer ha-Razim, cf. Janowitz 
(2002, 85-108). 

187. M. Margalioth (1966, 105). Cf. Morgan (1983, 79). 

188. М. Margalioth (1966, 107-8). Cf. Morgan (1983, 81-83). 
The use of biblical verses is particularly prominent in this pas- 
sage. 

189. On the angels' celestial cult in Hekhalot and Merkavah 
literature and its roots in ancient priestly traditions, see Elior 
(2004). 

190. The magic fragment from the Qumran scroll that was dis- 
cussed at the beginning of this section attests to the existence of 
earlier books of magic recipes. Its contents, however, are not 


sufficient even to ascertain the act that is required to struggle 


against the spirits mentioned in it. This is also the case con- 
cerning the papyrus fragments found in Egypt. 

191. M. Margalioth (1966, 68). Cf. Morgan (1983, 23). 

192. M. Margalioth (1966, 23-26). Margalioth bases his early 
dating estimate on the Hebrew language of the text and on the 
Greco-Roman magic environment reflected in the book. Other 
scholars rely on allusions to later textual and cultural elements 
for much later dating estimates of its composition: fifth to sixth 
centuries in Alexander (2003b, 188), sixth to seventh centuries in 
Gruenwald (1980, 226), and seventh to eighth centuries in Re- 
biger and Scháfer (2009, 2: 3-9). So far, no clear-cut evidence 
has been suggested for a definite, or even agreed on, dating of 
this work. The dispute on the question of what is the earliest lit- 
erary layer in the work, the magical (Morgan 1983, 8-9) or the 
cosmological-angelological (Merchavya 1967, 297; 1972, 1594), 
seems futile. Both these elements were common in Jewish cul- 
ture in late antiquity, and, in the absence of concrete information, 
attempting to decide on this question is pointless. 

193. On astrological elements in Sefer ha-Razim, see 
Charlesworth (1987, 936-37) and von Stuckrad (2000b, 523-32). 
Margalioth's suggestion to anchor the work in Gnostic-Jewish 
views was, justifiably, rejected immediately after publication. See 
Dan (1968). 

194. Mishneh Torah, The Book of Knowledge, Laws of Idolatry 
6:1 (Maimonides 1962, 1: 72a-b). 

195. M. Margalioth (1966, 76-77). Cf. Morgan (1983, 38). 

196. Margalioth's view on this matter seems too clear-cut (M. 
Margalioth 1966, 40). Although the linguistic similarity between 


Maimonides’ statement and Sefer ha-Razim is impressive, he 


could still be quoting a recipe from some other source that had 
relied on Sefer ha-Razim, or he could have been describing a 
practice common in his surroundings. On Maimonides’ famil- 
iarity with sorcery books and witchcraft practices (not necessarily 
Jewish), see chapter 6. 

197. The Sword of Moses uses the term sword to denote the 
magic formula. On rabbinic traditions concerning Moses's 
sword of the moth and on a Greco-Roman parallel (Zigog 
Aapdévov, The Sword of Dardanos), see Harari (2005a). 

198. The work was published in two editions: Gaster (1971a) 
and Harari (1997b). On the manuscripts of this work and the 
relationship between them, see Harari (1997b, 11-16). On Ms 
Bibliotheque de Genève, Comites Latentes 145, which contains 
the earliest complete manuscript of the work, see Benayahu 
(1972). For an English translation of Harba de-Moshe, see Harari 
(2012b). 

199. On this phenomenon, see Saar (2007). 

200. For a detailed study of these fragments, see Harari 
(2014). 

201. For a broad discussion of the structure and contents of 
this unit, see Harari (1997b, 77-114). Cf. Harari (2012b). 

202. Harari (2012b, 71-72). 

203. Harari (2012b, 72). А copier's omission is probably the 
reason for the disregard of the other three angels and their car- 
riages. 

204. See Harari (20056). 

205. Harari (2012b, 72). On God's attitude toward magic and 
on the attitude of magic toward God in this work, see Harari 


(1997b, 67-70). 


206. See Harari (1997b, 92-101). 

207. See Harari (1997b, 115-21). 

208. For a list of organs and their treatment on a Greek mag- 
ical gemstone (and its close parallel in a Hippocratic treatise), 
see Faraone (2011, 144-51). 

209. Harari (2012b, 97-98). Cf. the discussion in Harari 
(1997b, 123-33). 

210. See Rohrbacher-Sticker (1996). 

211. Emanuel (1995, 131-32). 

212. On these passages, which appear in relatively late 
manuscripts, see Harari (1997b, 139-52). Also see the early evi- 
dence in the Cairo Genizah in Harari (2014, 84-87). 

213. A similar process of authority structuring at the editing 
stage of magic recipes into treatises occurred also in the Greco- 
Roman world. See Betz (1982) and Dieleman (2005, 185-284). 
Cf. Swartz (1996, 173-205). 

214. Unfortunately, the question of ties and mutual influences 
between Jewish and Muslim magic, which is relevant to the study 
of the Cairo Genizah, has hardly been researched. See Harari 
(2005a) and Shaked (1994; 2005a). Cf. Wasserstrom (1992). 

215. Prominent representatives of the first trend are Ludwig 
Blau, who, in his book on Jewish magic, cites two texts in Greek 
through which he illustrates what a Jewish work of this kind 
might have been like, and Erwin Goodenough, who endorses this 
approach as part of his vast efforts to expose the "Dionysian" 
Hellenistic Judaism that he believes existed. See Blau (1898, 96— 
117) and Goodenough (1953-1968, 2: 153-295). For a radical view 
of Jewish influence on the development of magic in the ancient 


world, almost up to a Jewish "role" in its development, see 


Simon (1986, 339-68). See also Alon (1950), Benoit (1951), Peter- 
son (1948; 1953), Sperber (1994, 81-91, 99-114), and Veltri 
(1996a). Cf. Gignoux (1987, 3), and see the critique of Gignoux's 
determination concerning the Jewish origin of the amulets in Syr- 
iac that he published in Brock [1989] and Wesselius [1991]). Mor- 
ton Smith (1996) was the first to formulate a systematic critique 
of the approach assuming a Jewish source for every magic text 
with Jewish features, of which Gideon Bohak has also recently 
suggested a persuasive version (Bohak 2003; 2004b; 2007). Cf. 
also Alexander (1986, 357-58; 1999b, 1067-78) and Nock (1972, 
2: 889-92). 


1. A fragment of a magic recipe book from Qumran (40560). Is- 
rael Antiquities Authority, Negative P.A.M. 43.602. 


2. Five of the nineteen amulets found in Horvat Ma‘on (north- 
west Negev). The adjurations were engraved on bronze sheets 
that were then folded or rolled. The lamellae were all found in an 
ancient synagogue, dated to the sixth to seventh century. Israel 
Antiquities Authority, Negative 19171. 
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з. An amulet for the healing of ‘Ina, daughter of Ze'irti. The (Ara- 
maic) adjuration was engraved on a silver sheet measuring 4 cm 
x 11 cm, which was then rolled and put into a small copper con- 
tainer. The amulet was found in a tomb near Tiberias, and it was 
probably produced in the fourth to sixth century. Institute of Ar- 
chaeology, Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Photograph by Gaby 


Laron. 


4. A bronze amulet, measuring 9 cm x 3.7 cm, "for fever that 
burns and does not stop." The name of the client is not indi- 
cated, so this piece might be a generic amulet that was handed 
upon demand from one person to the next. It dates to the fourth 
to sixth century and was found in Sepphoris. The text, which was 
engraved on the bronze lamella, is presented in the picture as 
though it were protruding, an effect achieved by printing a mirror 
image of the negative. This technique helps scholars to read and 
decipher the engraved text. Israel Antiquities Authority, Negative 


331414. 


5. Pieces of an amulet for love. The adjuration, starting with 
framed names of angels, was engraved in soft clay. It was then 
thrown into the fire for the implementation of the sympathetic 
principle that was written on the clay (and that partly survived): 
“Just as this piece of clay burns, so shall the heart of N son of N 
burn after me.” Horvat Rimon (northern Negev), fifth to sixth 
century. Israel Antiquities Authority, Negative 138528. 


6. A lead amulet rolled on a rope (for wearing). Karanis, Egypt, 
third to fourth century. Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, Univer- 
sity of Michigan, item KM 24255. 


7. А gemstone from the Greco-Roman world. Kelsey Museum of 


Archaeology, University of Michigan, item KM 26054. 
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(a) This side of the gemstone shows a cock-headed, snake- 


legged god surrounded by r ords and signs, including (on 
the upper right) the angels' names Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, 
and Oriel, An ouroboros—a snake holding its tail in its mouth— 


encircles the entire complex. 


(b) On the opposite side of the gemstone is a figure with an 


eagle head and six wings 


8-10. Aramaic incantation bowls from Mesopotamia, fifth to sev- 


enth century. 
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facing each other. Vorderasiatisches Museum im Pergamon- 


museum, Berlin, item VA 2416. Photograph by Yuval Harari 


bowls: bound, chained, and 


11-13. Images of demons in 
h century. Collection of 


encircled by adjurations. Fifth to sev 


Shlomo Moussaieff. Photographs by Matthew Morgenstern. 


14. A human skull covered with spells from Mesopotamia, prob- 


ably fifth to seventh century. On the front of the skull is an image 
of a demon surrounded by the words of a spell. Vorderasi- 
atisches Museum im Pergamonmuseum, Berlin, item VA 2459. 


Photograph by Yuval Harari 


15. Parts of two magic skulls covered with spells from 


Mesopotamia, probably fifth to seventh century. Vorderasi- 
atisches Museum im Pergamonmuseum, Berlin, item VA 2458. 


Photograph by Yuval Harari 


22. 


16. Trilingual (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Judeo-Arabic) curse for 


“uprooting, chasing away, crushing, destroying, annihilating, Ali 


" Found in the Cairo Genizah. Cambridge Univer- 
sity Library, item T-S K1.42. 
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17. A Cairo Genizah amulet for safeguard and protection “for the 
bearer of this writing.” The adjuration opens with a combination 
of charactéres (magic signs) and holy names and concludes with 
scriptural verses (Deuteronomy 32:39, 7:15; Exodus 15:26). Cam- 


bridge University Library, item T-S K1.137. 


18-20. Four pages from a trilingual (Aramaic, Hebrew, and 
Judeo-Arabic) book of magic recipes from the Cairo Genizah. 
Typical graphic elements, such as charactéres (magic signs), holy 
names written in frames or marked by short lines, and a ptery- 
goma (a triangle of words, which results from omitting one letter 


of the magical name in each subsequent line), are discernible. 


18. On the righthand page are two recipes for delivery diffi- 


culties. The top of the page says, "For a dead fetus in his moth- 
er's womb,” and is meant to initiate the abortion of a dead fetus 


The bottom of the page reads, "For a woman whose placenta 


tarries,” and is meant to extract the placenta from the womb after 
giving birth. On the left-hand page are two recipes related to ag- 
gression. The top of the page reads, “For releasing a bound per- 
son,” and is meant for releasing a person from a binding spell, 
apparently from impotence imposed on him by means of a 
curse. The bottom of the page reads, “For blocking one’s 
mouth," and is used to prevent a rival from harming through 


witchcraft. Cambridge University Library, item T-S K1.91. 


19. At the top of the page is written, “Opening of the heart,” 


which is meant to improve learning and memory. In the middle 
of the page, we find the words “If the sea is swollen,” which is 
used for calming down a sea storm. The bottom of the page 


reads, “For the stinging of a scorpion,” and is meant for healing 


а scorpion's bite. Cambridge University Library, item T-S K1.117 
(ar). 


20. The top of the page says, “Sending out fire,” and is meant to 


harm a person. The bottom reads, “For grace and for governing,” 
which is used for gaining grace and favor in the eyes of others 


and for gaining control over them. Cambridge University Library, 


item T-S K1.117 (2r). 
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21. A page from the list of magic recipes in The Sword of Moses. 


Bibliothèque de Genève, Comites Latentes 145, p. 77. 


6 
Angels, Demons, and Sorceries 


BELIEFS, ACTIONS, AND ATTITUDES IN NONMAGIC 
LITERATURE 


In the last two chapters of this book | deal with references to sor- 
cery and demonology (a main interest of Jewish magic culture) in 
sources not considered magical and whose geographichistorical 
origin fits that of the primary sources. On methodological 
grounds, the discussion will be split in two. Rabbinic literature, 
the richest and in the past the most influential source in the de- 
scription of Jewish magic in late antiquity, is discussed in chap- 
ter 7. In this chapter | present the main elements that can be 
gathered from other texts—Second Temple period literature, 
Hekhalot and Merkavah texts, Karaite and Geonic writings, and, 
finally, the writings of Maimonides, who was a contemporary as 
well as a neighbor of the Cairo Genizah. Although these texts are 
not magic writings or professional magic products (with a caveat 
regarding ancient mystical literature), they surely enrich our 
knowledge in all that concerns magic beliefs and actions, partic- 
ularly their cultural and social contexts. 

My discussion in this chapter rests on sources from a large 
geographic area (Palestine and Babylonia), from a period lasting 
more than 1,000 years, and covering a broad range of genres: 
myth, theology, historiography, Aggadah, halakhic law, social 
guidelines, and polemics. Obviously, then, placing all of them 
under one rubric as the joint expression of a uniform ongoing 


phenomenon would be inappropriate. On the other hand, the 


character of these sources and their relative rarity would not jus- 
tify engaging in a historical description of how beliefs, actions, or 
attitudes toward magic and demonology based on them devel- 
oped in Judaism. In my current pursuit, their importance for the 
description of early Jewish magic lies in their conceptual and lin- 
guistic ties with insider, primary magic literature. As such, they 
provide complementary elements for describing magic as a cul- 
tural phenomenon rather than being magic texts themselves. 
These outsider sources, however, can make a unique contri- 


bution by conveying external attitudes toward magic. Profes- 
sional magic sources expose the phenomenon as such, whereas 
secondary sources point to the social implications. These impli- 
cations, together with aspects of magical and demonological be- 
lief and performance conveyed through these bodies of liter- 


ature, are at the focus of the discussion. 


SECOND TEMPLE PERIOD LITERATURE 

Demons 

In Jewish writings from the Second Temple period, which pre- 
cede by centuries the magic sources available to us, the culture 
of sorcery reflected in magic literature is hardly present except 
for one issue: demons and evil spirits. In this realm the sources 
offer а broad range of demonological perspectives and the ac- 
tions that were tied to them." 

The developed demonology of the Second Temple period 
represents an innovation in relation to the Hebrew Bible—but 
not necessarily in Israelite culture in the biblical eral—rather than 
a continuation or an expansion of it. Although demons, evil spir- 
its, and satans are mentioned in the Bible, they do not play a key 
role in it. Demons are mentioned as objects of a foreign cult that 
the children of Israel were accused of engaging in, without any 
details.2 Various harmful agents, such as Ketev or Ketev Meriri, 
Negef, and Lilith, are mentioned by name but without specifying 
or precisely describing their injurious actions.3 Several evil and 
misleading spirits were sent by God to cause harm and lead the 
people astray: An evil spirit led to a dispute between Avimelekh 
and the men of Shekhem (Judges 9:23); a deceitful spirit misled 
the 400 Ba‘al prophets to seduce Ahab to go into battle for 
Ramot Gil'ad (1 Kings 22:19-23); and an evil spirit tormented 
Saul (1 Samuel 16:14). If this last instance hints at possession, 
then David's playing his lyre to remove the evil spirit (verse 23) is 
the only biblical description of a healing act. Harmful angels 
were also sent by God to harm humans— "the destroying angel" 
brought the plague upon the children of Israel and the angel of 


God defeated Sanheriv's сатр. Finally, Satan or ha-Satan, an 


adversary angel, is mentioned in three places as an inciting and 
accusing figure. 

All these injurious emissaries, at times explicitly mentioned as 
part of the heavenly retinue, are hardly involved in national- 
historic events. When they are, they act as agents of God in his 
leadership of the world. This trend changes in the Second Tem- 
ple period literature. First, the share of evil spirits and partic- 
ularly that of their leaders—Satan, Belial, Mastema—both in the 
biblical history rewritten in this period and in day-to-day life, is 
far greater than in the Bible. Second, in some circles, evil spirits 
are no longer perceived as part of the ancient order of Creation 
but as a result of its subversion by rebellious angels. 

This expansion (by comparison with the Bible) of the role of 
evil spirits and their leaders in world events conveys a larger phe- 
nomenon, typical of broad areas of spiritual creativity in the Sec- 
ond Temple period. This expansion has two sides: (1) a broad 
interest in heavenly existence as a whole (its structure, the enti- 
ties that populate it, the activities taking place in it, and the 
knowledge hidden within it), and (2) the development of close 
mutual relationships between humans and angels. These ideas 
developed in different circles in separate ways, and their expres- 
sion is therefore not uniform. Regarding my current concern, this 
is particularly prominent in the theological difference concerning 
the origin of evil spirits between 1 Enoch and the Book of Jubilees 
on the one hand and the sectarian writings of Qumran on the 
other The Qumranites viewed the evil spirits and their leader— 
Belial, Mastema, Angel of Darkness—as part of pervasive divine 
predestination. Divine will created the two spirits, the spirit of 


truth and the spirit of injustice, including their leaders and their 


camps; and members of these camps, including the evil spirits, 
act according to divine predestination. The following text is the 


formulation in the Serekh ha-Yahad (Community Rule): 


From the God of knowledge stems all there is and all there 
shall be. Before they existed he established their entire de- 
sign.... From the Angel of Darkness stems the corruption of 
all the sons of justice, and all their sins, their iniquities, their 
guilts and their offensive deeds are under his dominion in 
compliance with the mysteries of God, until his moment; and 
all their afflictions and their periods of grief are caused by the 
dominion of his enmity; and all the spirits of his lot cause the 


sons of light to fall. 


And in the War Scroll we read: 


You created Belial for the pit, angel of enmity; in dark[ness] is 
his [dom]ain, his counsel is to bring about wickedness and 
guilt. All the spirits of his lot are angels of destruction, they 


walk in the laws of darkness; toward it goes their only desire.2 


Everything, including Belial and his agents who lead astray and 
hinder the “Sons of Light," is rooted in God's previous thought, 
which is realized in all its details in the course of history. This 
predeterministic conception did not prevent human grappling 
with the supernatural agents of evil. This was the purpose of the 
Songs of the Master (Maskil)—"in order to frighten and terr[ify] 
all the spirits of the raving angels and the bastard spirits, 
demons, Lilith, owls and [jackals]"—and of additional ritual acts 
intimated in passages of magic recipes books from Qumran, dis- 


cussed in chapter 5.12 


1 Enoch and the Book of Jubilees present an entirely different 
approach concerning the origin of evil spirits. These works tie 
their appearance in the world to the hybrid mating of the Watch- 
ers (angels) and women. This act, to which the Bible refers 
briefly (Genesis 6:1-4), is developed in these books into a broad 
myth about the rebellion of 200 angels who united around their 
leader (Shemihazah, or Asael), deliberately disrupted the order of 
Creation, descended to earth, took women, and were defiled by 
them. Their sin of mixing what does not belong together—flesh 
and spirit, eternity and death, holiness and defilement, heaven 
and earth—engendered the giants. Some traditions hold that 
these giants were evil and violent spirits. According to other 
traditions, evil spirits came out of their bodies after the giants 
killed one another by divine decree. Whatever the circum- 
stances, these works do not view the appearance of evil spirits in 
the world as part of the divine program of Creation but as a flaw 
resulting from an essentially sinful mating of angels and women. 
Their action on earth is described as attack, battle, and 
destruction.!2 

The Book of Jubilees relates that, after the Flood, the evil spirits 
renewed their action. They bothered the sons of Noah, misled 
them, seduced them, and introduced envy and disharmony 
among them.!3 When turning to their father to pray for them, the 
sons describe the damage inflicted by the spirits as killing, mis- 
leading, and (moral?) blindness. Noah does indeed pray and 
mentions in his prayer the sin of the Watchers (the rebelling an- 
gels), which resulted in the birth of spirits in the world. He asks 
God to remove them and imprison them, so that they might not 


rule his sons and destroy them, “for they [.e., the spirits] are 


savage and were created for the purpose of destroying” (Book of 
Jubilees 10:5). God agrees and orders his angels to imprison the 
evil spirits. Here, however, another figure enters the picture: 


Mastema, the chief of the spirits. 


When Mastema, the Leader of the Spirits, came, he said: 
“Lord creator, leave some of them before me; let them listen 
to me and do everything | tell them, because if none of them 
is left for me | shall not be able to exercise the authority of my 
will among mankind. For they are meant for (the purposes of 
) destroying and misleading before my punishment because 
the evil of mankind is great.” Then He said that a tenth of 
them should be left before him, while He would make nine 


parts descend to the place of judgment. 


The Book of Jubilees ascribes to Mastema an ongoing and signif- 
icant role in the history of the people of Israel. We are told that 
he incited God to test Abraham by demanding the binding of 
Isaac, attacked Moses on his way from Midian to Egypt and 
sought to kill him (the “bridegroom of blood" incident), assisted 
the Egyptian sorcerers in their struggle against Moses, and even 
incited Pharaoh to pursue the children of Israel in the desert.!5 
These traditions attest to the standing of Mastema as the spirits" 
leader on the one hand and to the limits of his power and his 
subordination to God on the оћег.16 His spirits—"angels of ha- 
tred" (mal'akhei mastemot) or “angels of destruction" (mal'akhei 
hevel), as they are called in the Qumran scrolls—are granted to 

him but in limited measure, out of consideration for his role in 
Divine Providence. But no fairness or justice prevails in his king- 


dom. God, therefore, commanded that books of medicines be 


given to Noah, to help his sons in their struggle against Mas- 


tema's deceptive spirits. 


He told one of us that we should teach Noah all their 
medicines because he knew that they would neither conduct 
themselves properly nor fight fairly. We acted in accord with 
His entire command... We told Noah all the medicines for 
their diseases with their deceptions so that he could cure 
(them) by means of the earth's plants. Noah wrote down in a 
book everything (just) as we had taught him regarding all the 
kinds of medicine, and the evil spirits were precluded from 


pursuing Noah's children. 


This is the first time we hear about the existence of books of 
medicines against demons, that is, books of recipes for exor- 
cising demons and for protection from them, as well as a claim 
about their heavenly origin. 

Practical antidemonic knowledge, then, was familiar in the 
Second Temple period as part of an approach that ascribed 
human suffering to harm inflicted by demons and evil spirits and 
sought to grapple with it by exorcising them. Several narrative 
sources describe means adopted for this purpose. The Genesis 
Apocryphon, for example, speaks of afflictions and injuries, and 
perhaps even impotence, as resulting from the harm an evil spirit 
had inflicted on Pharaoh after he had taken Sarah, Abraham's 
wife, into his court. The healing is tied to prayer and the laying of 
hands, a practice already hinted at in the Bible (2 Kings 5:11). 


That night, the God Most High sent him [i.e., Pharaoh] a 


chastising spirit, to afflict him and all the members of his 


thereby adding to our knowledge on the perception of demons in 


its time.2 For my present concern, what matters is a passage 


dealing with Tobias’s marriage to Sarah, the daughter of Raguel, 


in the course of a voyage that Tobit, his father, had sent him on. 
The marriage takes places despite Tobias's apprehensions, 
which are founded on Sarah’s past: She had previously been 
married to seven husbands, and the demon Asmodeus had killed 
one after another in the bridal chamber.25 The Book of Tobit, 
then, exposes a defined (and gender-related) interest in the ac- 
tion of demons in the world and hints at the character of their ac- 
tion. When Sarah's family accuses her of her husbands' deaths 
(Tobit 3:7-9), we understand that Asmodeus has operated slyly 
and that his actions have been concealed. Unlike Sarah's family, 
however, Tobias understands not only the demonic foundation 
of the events but also the reason for the demon's action: "He 
[i.e., the demon] loves her. Her he doesn't hurt, but he kills any 
man who comes near her."28A demonic eroticism and the 
demon-woman relationship are thus visible behind the overt 
plot. 

Tobias's decision to marry Sarah despite the threat is tied to 
the promise of Azariah, the guide who had accompanied him on 
his way (and is no other than the angel Raphael), to help him 
exorcise the demon. He directs Tobias to do as follows: 


However, when you enter the bridal chamber, take some of 
the fish's liver and its heart, and place them on the embers of 
the incense. When the stench rises, the demon will smell it 


and flee, and will never again be seen near her27 


This ruse, which Tobias accomplishes successfully and through 


which he expels Asmodeus “to the uttermost parts of Egypt” 
(Tobit 8:1-3), is based on the deliberate collection of fish organs 
known for their antidemonic and medicinal properties. As the 


accompanying angel tells Tobias, 


As for the fish's heart and liver, you must burn them in the 
presence of a man or woman who is afflicted by a demon or 
an evil spirit; and the affliction will completely flee from him 
and will never again return to him. And as for the gall, rub it 
on a man's eyes on which white patches have developed and 


then blow on them, and his eyes will get well.28 


‘And indeed, upon his return home, Tobias uses the gall and 
heals the white patches covering his father's eyes (Tobit 11:8-13). 

The story of Tobias and Sarah, then, slightly expands our 
knowledge of Jewish demonology and of an exorcism practice 
attendant to it during the Second Temple period. Several cen- 
turies later, the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus added a brief 
testimony that touches precisely on the same issues. Josephus 
ties his story, which he claims records a public event involving 
the exorcism of a demon performed in front of a large audience, 
to the wisdom of King Solomon and his rule over demons. The 
success of the exorcism attests to the credibility of the knowl- 
edge that Solomon bequeathed to his people. 


And God granted him [i.e., Solomon] knowledge of the art 
used against demons for the benefit and healing of men. He 
also composed incantations by which illnesses are relieved, 
and left behind forms of exorcisms with which those pos- 


sessed by demons drive them out, never to return. And this 


kind of cure is of very great power among us to this day, for | 
have seen a certain Elazar, a countryman of mine, in the pres- 
ence of Vespasian, his sons, tribunes and a number of other 
soldiers, free men possessed by demons, and this was the 
manner of the cure: he put to the nose of the possessed man 
a ring which had under its seal one of the roots prescribed by 
Solomon, and then, as the man smelled it, drew out the 
demon through his nostrils, and, when the man at once fell 
down, adjured the demon never to come back into him, 
speaking Solomon's name and reciting the incantations which 
he had composed. Then, wishing to convince the bystanders 
and prove to them that he had this power, Elazar placed a cup 
or foot-basin full of water a little way off and commanded the 
demon, as it went out of the man, to overturn it and make 
known to the spectators that he had left the man. And when 
this was done the understanding and wisdom of Solomon 


were clearly revealed.28 


A seal (i.e., a performative magic icon), roots, and incantations 
serve together in this striking public performance of an exorcism 
that "draws out" the demon through the nostrils. All these 
means are mentioned in Jewish magic sources from later cen- 
turies. 

Josephus again refers to the magic properties of roots, hinted 
at in other places as well, when he tells about the legendary 
baaras root, which glows like fire and eludes anyone who ap- 
proaches it, intending to pluck it, and could even be fatal to any- 
one touching it. He claims that, despite all the dangers attendant 
to plucking it and handling it, the root is prized and desired be- 


cause of its power, “for the so-called demons—in other words, 


the spirits of wicked men which enter the living and kill them un- 
less aid is forthcoming—are promptly expelled by this root, if 
merely applied to the patients.”3° 

Josephus's view on Solomon's wisdom regarding his rule 
over demons is compatible with both Jewish and Christian tradi- 
tions. The most significant for my present concern are the Testa- 
ment of Solomon, a broad and detailed Christian astro- 
demonological guidebook from the first centuries CE showing 
clear Jewish traces, and the well-known talmudic tradition of 
Solomon and Asmodeus.3! Josephus says nothing about the 
symptomatic expressions of possession, but the falling down of 
the possessed in reaction to the treatment is described in other 
sources dated close to Josephus's times. | am referring to New 
Testament stories of possession and exorcism by Jesus Christ.32 

The activity of the historical Jesus, insofar as he can be a sub- 
ject of discussion, did take place within the realm of Jewish cul- 
ture, but the discourse about it in the New Testament is a selec- 
tive and theological Christian discourse that exceeds the scope 
of the current discussion. Yet descriptions of possession and 
exorcism that relate to the figure of a Palestinian Jew living at the 
time discussed here and that preserve nuclei of Jewish traditions 
about him are not irrelevant to the current discussion and de- 
serve at least a mention.?? Stories of Jesus's life and death in the 
Gospels include many accounts of miracles and, among them, 
six events describing exorcisms.3 In all of them Jesus exorcises 
evil spirits from the bodies of the sick and heals them. These 
stories obviously serve the parallel spiritual message related to 
Jesus that the Gospels intend to convey. 


In two of the stories the narrators note that the possessing 


spirit is a spirit of impurity. In two others, possession is tied to 
mutism, deafness, and blindness.3¢ The last two stories are the 
most interesting in the current context, because they provide 
relatively broad testimony of the kind of injury inflicted by the 
spirit and of a person thought to be possessed. One is the case 


of the epileptic boy. The description in Mark is the most detailed. 


Someone from the crowd answered him, “Teacher, | brought 
you my son; he has a spirit that makes him unable to speak; 
and whenever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he 
.. And they 
brought the boy to him. When the spirit saw him, immediately 


foams and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid.” 


it convulsed the boy, and he fell on the ground and rolled 
about, foaming at the mouth. Jesus asked the father, “How 
long has this been happening to him?" And he said, “From 
childhood. It has often cast him into the fire and into the 


water, to destroy him." ... When Jesus saw that a crowd came 
running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, 
"You spirit that keeps this boy from speaking and hearing, | 
command you, come out of him, and never enter him again!” 
After crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and 
the boy was like a corpse, so that most of them said, “He is 
dead.” But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him up, and 


he was able to stand.37 


This is a vivid description of an epileptic attack, which the sur- 
rounding society explained as the violent eruption of a demon 
that dwells in the boy and tortures him throughout his life.38 The 
removal of the demon is accompanied by the boy screaming, 


shaking, and collapsing (loss of consciousness? quiet after the 


attack?). Similar descriptions appear in a story about the exor- 
cism of an impure spirit from a congregant at the Capernaum 
synagogue. They too include shock, a powerful scream, and 
collapse.38 

The other case is the celebrated exorcism in which Jesus 
shifts a legion of demons from the body of one possessed onto 
a herd of swine, which he then drives to their death in the Sea of 
Galilee. This time too, the version in Mark is the most colorful. 


They [i.e., Jesus and his disciples] сате to the other side of 
the sea, to the country of the Gerasenes. And when he had 
stepped out of the boat, immediately a man out of the tombs 
with an unclean spirit met him. He lived among the tombs; 
and no one could restrain him any more, even with a chain; 
for he had often been restrained wîth shackles and chains, but 
the chains he wrenched apart, and the shackles he broke in 
pieces; and no one had the strength to subdue him. Night and 
day among the tombs and on the mountains he was always 


howling and bruising himself with stones... Then Jesus asked 


him, “What is your name?” He replied, “My name is Legion; 
for we are тапу." He begged him earnestly not to send them 
out of the country. Now there on the hillside a great herd of 
swine was feeding; and the unclean spirits begged him, “Send 
us into the swine; let us enter them.” So he gave them permis- 
sion. And the unclean spirits came out and entered the swine; 
and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down 


the steep bank into the sea, and were drowned in the ѕеа.40 


My concern with this story is twofold. First, it points to an ap- 


proach that ties social and behavioral strangeness (what we may 


call mental illness) to possession.4! Second, it attests to the exis- 
tence of a belief in multiple possession, which is also recorded 
elsewhere in the New Testament and seems to tie the degree of 
strangeness to the number of underlying demons causing it. Sto- 
ries of possession and exorcism in the Gospels, then, complete 
some of what is missing in the Jewish sources, enriching with 
additional details our knowledge about the possessed and the 
essence of the demonic harm inflicted on them. 

These are the demonological sources from the Second Tem- 
ple period that are not primary magic literature, and this is the 
picture that emerges from them—one far broader than could 
have been assumed relying on the few insider sources avail- 
able—about the demonological worldview: the origin and role of 
demons, their character, ways of action, and modes of protection 
from them. This picture was widespread among contemporary 
Jews. 


Angels, Women, and Witchcraft 
Records from the Second Temple period enrich our knowledge 
on two other important issues: the origin of magic in the world 
and its ascription to women (by male writers and scribes, who 
most certainly represent male thinking in their community).43 As 
for the origin of magic, we find an innovation in relation to the 
history of familiar traditions. As for the ascription to women, it is 
directly related to the prohibition on magic in the Bible, which 
refers to magic as one of the “abominations of those nations” 
and, accordingly, as а sin## and commands the killing of those 
(the witches!) who engage in it.45 

The negative attitude toward sorcery or, in other words, the 


use of labels such as kishuf, keshafim, and mekhashef for hostile 


labeling, particularly of the “other,” is found in many places in 
the Bible$ and was adopted in several sources of the Second 
Temple period. 2 Enoch, for instance, numbers witchcraft among 
the crimes for which sinners imprisoned in the northern third 
heaven are punished and made to suffer cruel tortures. In the 
Sybilline Oracles we find that various magic practices are pre- 
cisely the kind of deceit and evil that the Jewish people have 
abandoned, and Josephus emphasizes that Moses's miracles be- 
fore Pharaoh were divine signs essentially different from (and 
more powerful than) manipulative Egyptian witchcraft. Finally, 
Philo notes that Mosaic law was meant to eradicate magic and 
divination, which are fundamentally erroneous and conceal de- 
viance and heresy.4? Regarding magic and divination, Philo dis- 
cusses magicians and potion makers (magoi, pharmakeutai) in 
his work on the special laws. 


Now the true magic, the scientific vision by which the facts of 
nature are presented in a clearer light, is felt to be a fit object 
for reverence and ambition and is carefully studied not only 
by ordinary persons but by kings and the greatest kings, and 
particularly those of the Persians, so much so that it is said 
that no one in that country is promoted to the throne unless 
he has first been admitted into the caste of the Magi. But 
there is a counterfeit of this, most properly called a perversion 
of art, pursued by charlatan mendicants and parasites and the 
basest of the women and slave population, who make it their 
profession to deal in purifications and disenchantments and 
promise with some sort of charms and incantations to turn 
men’s love into deadly enmity and their hatred into profound 


affection. The simplest and most innocent natures are 


deceived by the bait till at last the worst misfortunes come 
upon them and thereby the wide membership which unites 
great companies of friends and kinsmen falls gradually into 


decay and is rapidly and silently destroyed. 


Philo draws a distinction here that was widespread in the Hel- 
lenistic world where he lived. On the one hand was the honor- 
able “scientific” practice ascribed to the Persian priests from the 


Magush tribe (whose name was the source of the Greek word 


magos, “magician,” hence mageia, “magic”).49 On the other hand 
were the despicable practices common in his surroundings 
among those on the margins of the male intellectual society to 
which he belonged and for which he wrote: “charlatan mendi- 
cants and parasites and the basest of the women and slave 
population.” In Philo's thought, then, (base) women, who per- 
haps because of their limited social power were often suspected 
by the hegemonic classes of seeking compensation through rit- 
ual power, belonged in the margins. Philo does not, however, tie 
witchcraft to femininity or to the female gender but rather to the 
ignorance and intellectual limitations common to both women 
and men. A different picture is presented in other sources of the 
Second Temple era and, above all, in 1 Enoch. 

The Book of Watchers that opens 1 Enoch narrates at length the 
story of the rebellious angels who descended to earth in order to 
take women and the calamity they unleashed on earth and on 
themselves through this ѕіп.50 In the course of this story, we 
learn that, in their descent, the angels brought to the world heav- 
enly but destructive knowledge, which they shared with humans. 


These [the angels’ leaders] and all the others with them took 


for themselves wives from among them, such as they chose. 
And they began to go into them and to defile themselves 
through them, and to teach them sorcery and charms, and to 


reveal to them the cutting of roots and plants.5t 


We are later told that Shemihazah, the leader of the rebellious 
angels, taught the women incantations and root cutting, whereas 
Hermani, another one of their leaders, taught them sorcery for 
the loosing of spells.52 

This account exposes the two sides of the attitude toward sor- 
cery. On the one hand, its source is in heaven and it is therefore 
true and powerful knowledge; on the other hand, its existence in 
the world originates in sin. Magic knowledge is part of the cor- 
ruption afflicting the world following the disruption of the order 
of Creation and the breach of the borders God had set to his 
creatures. The Book of Watchers, therefore, conveys a view of 
human witchcraft that is fundamentally negative. As such, it is 
tied to the transgression of the angels and their sexual defile- 
ment on the one hand and to women on the other. It originates 
in the theft of heavenly secrets and culminates in the growing 
power of humans in general and of women in particular to cause 
harm and destruction. 


You [angels] were in heaven, and no mystery was revealed to 
you; but a stolen mystery you learned; and this you make 
known to the women in your hardness of heart; and through 
this mystery the women and men are multiplying evils upon 


the earth.53 


The Shemihazah tradition, which is the leading narrative in 


the story of the angels’ descent in 1 Enoch, does not as such ex- 
plicitly label harlotry and witchcraft as two sides of the female 
transgression, as we find in many ancient Jewish sources.5 The 
final editing of the work, however, which at this point weaves 
into the story a passage from the Asael tradition, tightens the 
connection between them. According to the story, Asael taught 
women and men how to enhance their power according to de- 


structive gender patterns. 


Asael taught men to make swords of iron and weapons and 
shields and breastplates and every instrument of war. He 
showed them metals of the earth and how they should work 
gold to fashion it suitably, and concerning silver, to fashion it 
for bracelets and ornaments for women. And he showed them 
concerning antimony and eye paint and all manner of pre- 


cious stones and dyes.55 


The mutual interweaving of the various traditions of learning ties 
together the two kinds of female knowledge threatening the male 
gender (whose voice is heard in the story)—sexual seduction 
and witchcraft—and is thus destructive (in this gender's percep- 
tion). 

The Book of Enoch, then, explicitly formulates a substantiated 
accusation of witchcraft against women, tying it to their seduc- 
tive sexual powers. This is a relatively early example of the hostile 
symbolization of the women's threatening power, as members of 
the "other" gender, by the threatened male gender. We find 
echoes of it later, in Josephus's description of the intrigues, con- 
spiracies, and murders in Herod’s court, which tie women in 


general and the court's women in particular to the concoction 


and use of aggressive brews (pharmaka): poisons and love 
potions.5 The “exposure” of these deeds and their description 
by male writers, in this case Josephus, express (while also sharp- 
ening and intensifying) male anxiety about female power, which 
is presented as deceptive, concealed, and dangerous.57 More ex- 
plicit expressions of tying witchcraft to women and femininity ap- 
pear later in rabbinic literature. | discuss this issue at length in 


chapter 7, but for now, let's move on to consider other literary 
bodies. 


HEKHALOT AND MERKAVAH LITERATURE 

Hekhalot and Merkavah literature—a corpus that includes a few 
works which apparently represent diverse streams of what is 
known in the research literature as early Jewish mysticism—was 
written mostly in Palestine (and only partly in Babylonia), prob- 
ably in the third to eighth centuries CE. Insofar as their dating 
is concerned, these works are contemporaries of the magic liter- 
ature available to us. In chapter 2 | discussed at length the rela- 
tionship between these works—including the social phenom- 
enon they represent—and Jewish magic, so | do not dwell further 
on this issue here. Whether adjurations are the gist of this liter- 
ature or only an accompaniment to the visionary concern at its 
core, their presence in it is clear and essential. Hekhalot and 
Merkavah works convey a theoretical and practical interest in the 
power of seals, incantations, and holy names to enforce human 
will on angels in order to achieve human aims, be they heavenly 
or earthly. 

The heavenly facet of this interest is prominently expressed in 
the use of seals at the entrances to the palaces, which R. Ishmael 
advises in Hekhalot Rabbati to ensure the success of the journey 
to the seventh palace. 


Rabbi Ishmael said: When you come and stand at the en- 
trance of the first palace, take two seals in your two hands, 
one of TWIRWSY'Y YHWH and one of Suriah, Prince of the 

Presence. (The one) of TWTRWSY'Y YHWH show it to the 

ones standing to the right, and (the one) of Suriah, show it to 
the ones standing to the left. At once RHBY'L the prince who 
is head of the entrance of the first palace and who is ap- 


pointed over the first palace and who stands to the right of the 


lintel, and TWPHY'L, the prince who stands to the left of the 
lintel with him—at once he takes hold of you, one from your 
right and one from your left, until they bring and they deliver 
you over and introduce you and admonish TGRY'L con- 
cerning you, the prince who is the chief of the entrance of the 
second palace and stands to the right of the lintel, and MT- 
PY'L, the prince who stands to the left of the lintel with him. 
Show to them two seals, one of 'DRYHRWN YHWH, one of 
"WZHYY', Prince of the Presence. (The one) of 'DRYHRWN 
YHWH, show to the ones standing to the right. (The one) of 
"WZHYY', Prince of the Presence, show to the ones standing 
to the left. At once they take hold of you, one from your right 
and one from your left, until they bring you and deliver you 
over and introduce you and admonish SBWRY'L concerning 
you, the prince who is head of the entrance of the third palace 
and stands to the right of the lintel, and RSWSY'L the prince 
who stands to the left of the lintel with him. Show them two 
seals, one of SWRTQ YHWH and one of RHBYWRWN, 


Prince of the Presence.5* 


This journey, which culminates in the contemplation of “the King 
in His beauty” and participation in the exaltation ritual constantly 
unfolding before the heavenly throne, cannot take place without 
knowledge of holy names and their иѕеѕ.50 These are required 
not only for the passage from one palace to the other but also for 
protection. 
The work known as Hotam ha-Merkavah (The Seal of the 

Chariot), which deals with the seal that Ozhayah gave to the de- 
scender to the chariot (yored ha-merkavah) to protect him in his 


voyage to the higher palaces, clarifies the dangers awaiting him 


and the importance of magic protection. 


You must write and set down the seal of the descent to the 
chariot for those who enter the world, for you and for whoever 
seeks to descend to peer at the King and at His beauty. And (if 
) he has taken hold of this path, so may he descend and see, 
and may he not be struck down, for 1 have put it on the scroll 
for you... And (you are) not like those before you, whom great 
disgrace found, for they were like a man who got lost in a 
great wilderness, and a path took him along and he went, and 
they cast him into a fecund jungle. And he went and found 
there lair upon lair of lions and of young lions and den upon 
den of leopards and den upon den of wolves. He came and 
stood among them and did not know what he should do. And 
so one would smite him and tear him, and another smite him 
and drag him away... They dragged him—Ben Zoma—a hun- 
dred times over the first palace, | am a witness, for | was 
counting the times he and his associate were dragged— 
whether they saved him or whether they did not save him, 
whether they were saved or whether they were struck down: 
two hundred times over the second palace, four hundred 
times over the third palace, eight hundred times over the 
fourth palace, a thousand six hundred times over the fifth 
palace, three thousand two hundred times over the sixth 
palace, six thousand four hundred times over the seventh 
palace. But you do not get even one scratch from the princes 
of the guardians of the palaces or from any angel of the angels 
of violence. And you come and arrive at the sixth palace: 
regiments upon regiments of princes and of princes of 


princes and of bands and of bands of bands, since the 


entrance of the sixth palace thrusts and splashes and brings 
forth myriads upon myriads and camps upon camps and en- 
tourages upon entourages in a single hour. But there is no 
hindrance and you are not harmed for it is a great seal you 


take hold of and all the angels on high tremble at it.52 


Ozhayah later describes "the fires that are stirred up, and go 
forth from the seventh palace to the sixth palace—fire of glowing 
coal and trickling fire and blazing fire and sweet fire—they go 
forth and enter like arrows.” He warns the descender to the char- 
iot of their danger and instructs him on how to protect himself 
from them and how to seal his body openings with wool, “so 
that there may be an obstruction for your soul so that it does not 
go out before | reach you and I come and | stand over you and 
fan you and your spirit returns and your soul is revived." At 
their end, R. Ishmael attests about himself: “I did so in the first 
palace and on to the seventh palace 
beauty." 


Whether the heavenly voyage was, as some scholars think, 


and saw the King in His 


merely an imagined reality and a literary fiction or whether, as 
others believe, Hekhalot works were practical guidebooks to 
mystic-shamanic visions of voyages, yordei ha-merkavah prob- 
ably spent most of their time on earth. The Hekhalot and 
Merkavah literature shows that here too, in ordinary human soci- 
ety, mystical-magic knowledge yielded considerable advantages 
in the two areas of knowledge and power that, as is well known, 
are inseparable. 

Adjurations in search of knowledge are the focus of the Prince 
of Torah traditions. These traditions have been discussed by sev- 


eral scholars, among them some who saw them as the focus of 


Hekhalot and Merkavah literature as a whole and as the key for 
decoding its social context. The concern of these traditions, 
which are tied to the figure of R. Ishmael, is to attain knowledge 
of Torah through an alternative path to the scholarly rabbinic 
one, by adjuring the Prince of Torah. Of the act itself, R. Ishmael 


says, 


We wrote and we corrected and we established [for the 
genejrations in order to make use of them, of the names and 
of these princes. Cheerful is the innocent one who has in him 
vigor and he makes use of this majesty and greatness and 
lordliness, who has made use of the King and of His atten- 


dants and of His servants and it was fine for him.5* 


These words rely on the approach whereby study and knowledge 
of the mystical content are explicitly willed by God, who granted 
"Israel" knowledge of his mystery and its uses.S? At the end of 
that tradition, R. Ishmael clarifies the essence of the ritual re- 


quired for this purpose and its assured results. 


R. Ishmael said: Thus said R. Aqiva in the name of R. Eliezer 
the Great: He who would bind himself to the Prince of Torah 
must wash his clothes and his garments and immerse (in) a 
strict immersion in case of a nocturnal emission. And he 
must enter and dwell for twelve days in a room or in an upper 
chamber. He may not go out and he may not come in, and he 
must not eat or drink. But from evening to evening (see) that 
he eats his bread, clean bread of his own hands, and he 
drinks clear water, and he may not taste any kind of vegetable. 


And he must insert this midrash of the Prince of Torah into 


the prayer, three times in every single day; it is after the prayer 
that he should pray it from its beginning to its end. And after- 
ward he must sit and study it (for) twelve days, the days of his 
fasting, from morning until evening, and he must not be 
silent. And in every hour that he finishes it he must stand on 
his feet and adjure the servants by their King and he must call 
for every single prince twelve times. Afterward he must adjure 
him by the seal—every single one of them. He must adjure 
them for twelve days in the name of YWPY'L, who is the 
adornment of the height of his King; and in the name of SR- 
BY'L, who is one of the princes of the chariot; and in ће name 
of SHRRY'L, who is a beloved prince; and in the name of 
HSDY'L, who is called to might six hours in each day. And he 

must go back and adjure them, the latter four princes, with a 
great seal and with a great oath in ће name of 'ZBWG’, which 
is a great seal, and in the name of SWRTQ, a holy name and 

a fearsome crown. When he completes the twelve, he will go 
forth to all the principles of Torah that he seeks, whether to 


Bible or to Mishnah or to the vision of the chariot. 
And he attests: 


R. Ishmael said: | bear this testimony for the generations, that 
as soon as | invoked the name of this beloved prince and 
delectable servant and by means of him | adjured the three 
princes, his companions, who are written in the word of the 
prince that is written in the Book of the Princes, at once | sat 
and | had a vision and feasted my eyes on the midrash and on 
the laws and on the message and on the interpretation of the 


laws, and | expounded and extolled the Torah, the Prophets 


and the Writings for a year and a half 


Adjuring an angel to attain knowledge is mentioned in several 
places in the magic recipe literature under the title “opening the 
heart” and is anchored in a broader tradition of recourse to 
supernatural agents through adjurations.7? The Prince of Torah 
tradition, then, is a particular instance of using adjurations to at- 
tain knowledge. Its uniqueness, beyond its literary context (with 
all its implications), lies in the character of the required 
knowledge. 

Broader, and indeed unlimited, knowledge is suggested in two 
additional passages of Hekhalot literature: the adjuration of the 
Prince of Dream (Sar ha-Halom) and the adjuration of the Prince 
of Presence (Sar ha-Panim). “The adjuration of the Prince of 
Dream" is a long recipe that opens with general directives. 


Thus do: fast for three days and say to me these verses every 
night and sleep in your clothes. And on the third night, take 
this book in your hands and recite these names three times 
with the verses. And afterwards, lie on your shoulders, for im- 
mediately the image of a man will come to you and tell you all 
you wish to know, whether it be a great thing or a small 
thing.72 


The following text is the precise wording of the incantation that 
includes names of God, biblical verses, and adjurations. The 


purpose of the adjuration is specified as follows: 


By your marvelous and wondrous name | command the 
Prince of Dream to hurry and come to me this night and tell 


me this night all of my desires. | adjure you RGS'L, the great 


prince of dream ... to come to me this night in equanimity, in 
goodness, and not in anger, and speak to me and give me a 
sign or a miracle or a verse which will be in my hand, and tell 
me about a certain matter, and everything which will be about 
it, and will be with it in the future, whether for good or for 
something else. Do not hesitate to come now in the name of 


these explicit names which are engraved on the throne of 


glory? 


At the end of the incantation, the angel is again addressed di- 
rectly. He is required to come calmly and without rage, to reveal 
to the adjurer whatever he wishes, and to inform him, in his 
dream, "whether | should reveal its interpretation or conceal its 
interpretation from others,"?4 so that he should not fail on this 
matter before God. 

The adjuration of the Prince of Presence is also a matter of 
knowledge, but it is not related to a dream. This tradition opens 
by emphasizing the enormous risk, up to the destruction of the 
entire world, entailed by the adjuration act. However, careful per- 
formance of the purification instructions and of the protective 
adjurations will help to shield the user from the angels "whose 
charge is to hurt those who are not clean and pure and comes 
close to the use the heavenly servants."75 The user will then be 
able to turn to the Prince of Presence himself and adjure him. 


By this name, in this language, ! call to you, Ozhayah, Prince 
of the Presence, Youth attendant before the King of the world. 
And he is a prince and a commander over the whole host on 
high. 1 adjure you and 1 decree upon you that you should aug- 


ment me so as to be bound to my will. And you shall accept 


the adjuration of my decree, and you shall do what | ask, and 
you shall fulfill my request. You shall not confound me, you 

shall not make me quake, you shall not perforate me, you 
shall not put my frame into a cold sweat, you shall not make 
my ankles slip, and you shall not make the speech of my lips 
err. But let me be strengthened and made valiant, and let the 
adjuration be made mighty, and let the name be in order in 
my throat. Let no convulsion seize me, and do not let the foot 
of your attendants make me wander so as to confound me 
and to make me fear and so as to make my hands slack. And 
let me not be drowned in the fire and in the flame, in the tem- 
pest and the storm that goes with you.... By them [i.e., by the 
names] | adjure you, | decree and establish concerning you 
that you must make haste and you must descend beside 
me—I am so-and-so, son of so-and-so—you, and not your 
emissary. And in your descent you must not prey on my mind. 
You shall reveal to me all the searches of the mysteries of 
above and below, and the secrets of the stored-up things of 
above and below and the mysteries of understanding and the 
shrewdness of abiding success, like a man who talks with his 
associate. For by the great and magnificent and wondrous and 
tested and arrayed names | have adjured you.... By them | ad- 
jure you that you know and recognize the praise and greatness 
of these names, such that mouth cannot praise and ears can- 
not hear the great praise of one of them. Upon them you are 
commanded and you are warned from the mouth of the Most 
High, that if you hear an adjuration by these names, do glory 
to His name and hasten and descend and do the will of the 


one who adjures you.... And you shall do my request: what | 


ask establish and my will fulfill. For in your hand is everything 
by the permission of 'NDYRW RD HW HYH, my God and 
your God, Lord of everything and your Lord. And by His 
names | have adjured you that you be bound to me and you 


hasten and descend and do my will and do not delay 


Knowledge is power. And indeed, Hekhalot literature attests to 
several expressions of power that descenders to the chariot pos- 
sessed on earth as well. In this context the mystical-magic tradi- 
tion about Moses's ascent, found in a Genizah fragment, de- 
serves special mention. It describes at length the hostile angels 
who blocked Moses's way in heaven and silenced him for three 
days, Moses eventually overcame them through “these three fig- 
ures (midot), which are 'YSTYMH MSMH and KMDWT YGWR, 
and all the princes feared him, Moses, and they would not 
answer."78 The importance of this tradition for my current con- 
cern is in the healing mysteries that the angels revealed to Moses 
after he defeated them. 


The prince of the head came to him and told him, this is my 
adjuration. The prince of the eye came to him and told him, 
this is my adjuration. The prince of the ear came to him and 
told him, this is my adjuration. The prince of the mouth came 
to him and t[old] him, this is my adjuration. The prince of the 
whole body came to him and told him, this is my adjuration 


and this is my healing. 


Even though the formulas are not revealed in this work, they 
clearly rely on а conception that binds healing and the adjuration 


of angels in charge of body limbs and ties the knowledge 


necessary for this purpose to a heavenly voyage of vision and 
learning. The story of Moses's ascent to heaven to receive the 
Torah and the gifts he received from the angels serves in this ver- 
sion as an archetype of the mystical-magic voyage of the descen- 
ders to the chariot. 

A similar tradition is found at the end of 3 Enoch. The reve- 
lation of the healing formula to Moses, notwithstanding the an- 
gels’ opposition, is ascribed here to Metatron, who gives the fol- 


lowing account: 


YWY, the God of Israel, is my witness in this thing, (that) 
when | revealed this secret to Moses, then all the hosts in 
each and every heaven on high raged against те.... And they 
were not appeased, until the Holy One, blessed be He, re- 
buked them and drove them away with rebuke from before 
Him saying to them: “I delight in, and have set my love on, 
and have entrusted and committed unto Metatron, my Ser- 
vant, alone, for he is One [i.e., unique] among all the children 
of heaven. And Metatron brings them [i.e., the mysteries] out 
from his house of treasuries and commits them to Moses, 
and Moses to Joshua, and Joshua to the elders, and the elders 
to the prophets and the prophets to the man of the Great 
Synagogue, and the man of the Great Synagogue to Ezra and 
Ezra the Scribe to Hillel the elder, and Hillel the elder to R. 
Abbahu and Rabbi Abbahu to R. Zera, and R. Zera to the men 
of faith, and the men of faith to the masters of faith so that 
they should take care of it and heal by it all diseases that rage 


in the world.21 


If the descenders to the chariot had magic-healing knowledge of 


this kind, perhaps they kept it for themselves or perhaps, as 
Davila suggests, they directed the power concealed within it for 
the benefit of the public in general. 

Another power, however, was explicitly reserved solely for 
them. 1 am referring to the advantage of the social power that the 
descenders to the chariot aspired to, which found propagandistic 
expression in their writings. This power was related to the abso- 
lute knowledge they possessed, anchored in the ongoing "life rit- 
ual" of ascesis and purification, mystical learning, and powerful 
personal contact with the supernal worlds. A declaration in prin- 
ciple regarding the social power concealed in the mystery of the 
Prince of Torah is issued by God himself. 


| know what you seek and my heart has recognized what you 
desire ... to establish sessions in the gates of the tents, to ex- 
pound in them the forbidden and permitted, to declare pure in 
them that which is pure, and to declare impure in them that 
which is impure; to declare fit that which is ritually fit, and to 
declare unfit that which is ritually unfit, to recognize in them 
types of blood, and to instruct the menstruant in what to do; 
to tie crowns on your heads, and the wreath of royalty on the 
heads of your children, to compel kings to bow down to you, 
and to obligate nobles to prostrate before you. To spread your 
name on every shore, and your renown in the ports of the 
seas, to enlighten your faces with the radiance of the day, be- 
tween your eyes like the planet Venus. If you merit this seal, to 
make use of my crown, no ignorant person shall ever be 
found, and there shall not be a fool or simpleton among 


you,82 


The actual realization of this power is the subject of R. Ish- 
mael's words at the opening of Hekhalot Rabbati. At this point, 
the advantage of yordei ha-merkavah is tied to the beholding of 
the chariot. Ascent to the divine throne and proximity to it in- 


volve not only a strong spiritual experience but also absolute 


knowledge about all that will happen in the world: "who is made 
low, who is made lofty, who is weakened, who is made mighty, 
who is impoverished, who is made rich, who is killed, who is 
made alive, who is dispossessed of an inheritance, who is given 
an inheritance, who is made to inherit Torah, who is given 
wisdom."8 Moreover, the descender to the chariot seeks what is 
hidden and penetrates the most intimate recesses. Nothing is 
hidden from him. 


Greatest of all it is that he has a vision of every deed that mor- 
tals do, even in inner rooms, whether fine deeds, whether cor- 
rupt deeds. He knows and recognizes the man (who is) a 
thief: he knows and recognizes the man who commits adul- 
tery; he knows and recognizes the slayer of a living person; he 
knows and recognizes the one who is suspected of (contact 
with) the menstruant; he knows and recognizes the one who 
tells gossip. Greatest of all is that he recognizes all 


sorcerers,34 


As in all the other sources discussed, here too sorcery is the rit- 
ual-ag-gressive action of the other. In their own perception, de- 
scenders to the chariot are possessors of heavenly secrets, spec- 
tators of the chariot who master holy names, adjurers of angels, 
but not sorcerers. “Sorcerers” are those who threaten them and 


endanger their power and their status, and their community 


certainly included such people. Whoever boasts of such powers 
will obviously face opponents, all the more so when he threatens 
to expose not only the transgressions of individuals but also the 


shame of families. 


Greatest of all it is that all beings shall be before him like sil- 
ver before a refiner, whether it be refined silver, whether it be 
unfit silver, whether it be pure silver. And also he will have vi- 
sionary insight into a family: how many bastards there are in a 
family; how many sons of a menstruant, how many wounded 
by crushing, how many whose male organ is cut off, how 


many sons of slaves, how many sons of the uncircumcised.85 


Having mentioned the existence of other power agents— 
sorcerers—around the descenders to the chariot and having 
dealt with the threat that they themselves pose, R. Ishmael next 
describes their advantage in the explicit context of struggle. Pro- 
tection from heaven, we find, is available to those living on earth 
as members of the heavenly retinue. 


Greatest of all it is that anyone who raises his hand against 
him and strikes him—they clothe him with plagues and cover 
him with leprosy and garland him with skin blemishes. Great- 
est of all it is that anyone who tells gossip about him—they 
attack and they cast on him all strokes, skin eruptions, and in- 
juries and wounds from which has issued a raw ulcer. Great- 
est of all it is that he is set apart from all mortals and he is 
confounding in all his characteristics and he is glorified over 
the uppermost ones and the lowermost ones. And anyone 


who stumbles over him—great, evil, and harsh stumbling 


blocks fall on that person from heaven. And anyone who 
stretches out a hand against him with a legal document—the 
law court on high stretch out a hand against him... Greatest 
of all it is that anyone who sets his face against him—they 
make dim the luminary of his eyeballs. Greatest of all it is that 
if anyone who despises him does not leave behind root or 


branch, nor does he leave an inheritance.55 


The demand of authority and status culminates in R. Ishmael's 


concluding statement. 


The one who considers the chariot does not have permission 
to stand except before three figures alone: before a king, be- 
fore a high priest, and before the Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin at 
a time when it has in it a patriarch. Behold, if there is no patri- 


arch in it, he may not stand even before the Sanhedrin.5? 


The advantages accruing to those who overcome the angels 
through the power of their adjurations on earth and above, which 
in Hekhalot Rabbati are limited to the social realm, are given far 
greater scope elsewhere. At the end of Merkavah Rabbah, im- 
mediately following the passages on Shi'ur Qomah, R. Ishmael 


says: 


He who studies this great mystery—his face is sallow, his 
stature is fine to him, awe of him is imposed upon beings, 
and his good name goes into all the places of Israel. His 
dreams are easy upon him, his Torah is preserved in him, and 
he does not forget the words of Torah all his days. It is good 
for him in this world and restful for him with regard to the 


world to come. Even the iniquities of his youth He remits to 


him for the future to come. The evil inclination has no author- 
ity over him, and he is saved from spirits and demons and 
robbers and from all injurious animals and from snake and 


scorpion and from all harmful demons.25 


Not only is this a succinct summary of almost all that was dis- 
cussed earlier, but it also extends protection to other realms 
familiar from magic literature: harmful dreams, demons, rob- 
bers, predators, and poisonous reptiles, which are often iden- 
tified in witchcraft literature with the deliberate infliction of magic 
harm.?? Possibly, the intent was to acquire protection not only 
from their harm as such but also from the ritual power of their 
senders, an issue explicitly noted in a fragment from Shi'ur 


Qomah found in the Cairo Genizah. 


Whoever knows this mystery is assured of life in the world to 
come, and saved from the punishment of hell, and from all 


harsh decrees, and from various sorceries and calamities.2° 


As noted, at the opening of Hekhalot Rabbati, R. Ishmael 
takes pride in the power of yordei ha-merkavah to identify and ex- 
pose “sorcerers.” His statement, conveying the struggle of de- 
scenders to the chariot against alternative agents of ritual power 
(meaning those they do not think of as “we"—partners to the 
holy mystery—but as “they"), suggests a new perspective. Not 
only can descenders to the chariot identify and denounce other 
power agents (who are illegitimate and hence sorcerers), but 
they are also protected from them. This kind of protection is a 
further, highly significant link in the web of power advantage, 


which in the self-perception reflected in ancient Jewish mystical 


literature was preserved for those who had been privileged with 


the ascent, the mystery, and the holy names of adjurations. 


POLEMICAL KARAITE WRITINGS 

Karaite sources (from the last centuries of the first millennium) 
dealing with sorcery and sorcerers are clearly polemical, еѕѕеп- 
tially ascribing magical belief and action to the Rabbanites—the 
Karaites' significant “others.”2! 

Karaites mention characteristic acts of magic and titles of 
magic books (some familiar from the magic literature), which 
they claim were part of the Rabbanite world. Thus, for example, 
Daniel al-Qumisi writes in his commentary on the minor 
prophets: 


And who is a sorcerer (mekhashef ) today, surely the Rabbis 
that mention a pure name and an impure name, write amulets 
and carry out devices, and call their books Sefer ha-Yashar 
(The Book of the [Right] Way) and Sefer ha-Razim (The Book 
of Mysteries) and Sefer Adam (The Book of Adam) and Raza 
Rabba (The Great Mystery), and some books of sorceries: if 
you wish to bring close in love a man and a woman, or if you 
wish to cast hatred between them; if you wish to shorten voy- 
age distances (gefisat ha-derekh), and such many [similar] 


abominations, may God keep us away from them.92 


Karaites voiced such claims repeatedly. 

A writer whose identity is uncertain, Salmon ben Yeruhim or 
Sahl ben Matsliah, also ascribed to the Rabbanites books of 
mysticism and magic and matters of demons and amulets found 
in them and also mentioned some of their goals: “and for (gain- 
ing) love and for (casting) hatred, and shortening voyage dis- 
tances, and dream inquiry, and to stand at midday in front of the 


sun and make a request.” Similar issues are also mentioned in 


Sefer Milhamot Adonai (The Book of the Wars of the Lord), a 
treatise written by Salmon ben Yeruhim as a polemic against R. 
Saadia Gaon in the first half of the tenth century, apparently in 
Egypt.2¢ In chapter 14 of this work Salmon describes some of “all 
the abominations of your teachers which are (written) in Sefer ha- 
Razim and Sefer Shem ben Noah (The Book of Shem Son of 
Noah) and despicable and loathsome books.”95 Among these 
abominations, he mentions the use of explicit divine names for 
awakening love, improving knowledge, calling up demons, heal- 
ing, banishing predators from settled areas, calming the sea, 
walking on fire, darkening the sun, and preventing the waning of 
the moon. Almost all these issues are indeed mentioned in the 
magic books of recipes from the Cairo Genizah, as are the ritual 
means described by Salmon. 


They [i.e., the Rabbis] wished to write amulets according to 
the way of the Amorites for love, they order that a white cock 
be brought in order to burn it in flame, and also blood of a 
turtle-dove and brain of a black ox in order to write with it, and 
the head of any black [animal] for carrying out abomination; 
spring water and old wine for pouring a libation and for fumi- 
gation, and a white tiger [?] to throw it into the furnace in 


order to gain authority for their words.95 


Salmon's denunciation of witchcraft is tied to a critique of ap- 
proaches widespread in Hekhalot and Merkavah literature, which 
in his treatise are viewed as part of the Rabbanite literature repre- 
sented by R. Saadia Gaon. Salmon focuses on the theory—the 
notion of descent to the chariot, Shi‘ur Qomah, and Metatron— 


and does not consider the magic praxis of using holy names, so 


typical, as we have seen, of ancient Jewish mystical literature. 

In a long chapter he devotes to the study of magic and mira- 
cles in The Book of Lights and Watchtowers (Kitab al-anwar 
wal-maráqib), Ya'qub al-Qirgisani ascribes to the Rabbanites a 
belief in the power of holy names to effect magic. His concern, 
however, is different. His polemical stance is woven into his con- 
demnations of sorcery and his claims about its implausibility. 


He opens with his succinct definition of sorcery (sil). 


The type of sorcery (sihr) that is forbidden to be practiced ... 
is the one which some people claim is miracle working— 
transforming the ways of nature, swaying (human) hearts to- 
wards love or hatred, imposing illnesses in (human) bodies 
and removing them without using such means as food or 
drink or tapping and so forth, as well as annulling all these by 


means of speaking and writing and other similar (means) 2” 


This is an attempt to define magic categorically, unique in all the 
sources discussed in this book. Although not an actual defi- 
nition, the combination of characteristics that al-Qirqisani ties 
together does suggest to the reader a cumulative impression of 
magic.28 Some of the characteristics are descriptive: the principle 
(overturning the natural order); the purpose (aggressive magic, 
affecting the other's body and spirit); and the execution (through 
speech, writing, and “similar means,” probably, we may assume, 
referring to incantations as well as to artifacts and acts of the 
kind related to the use of incantations). Some are legal— 
witchcraft acts whose use is forbidden. Some are polemical— 
some claim these are miracles (but they are not).22 


This definition, particularly its legal and polemical aspects, is 


important to al-Qirqisani, who sought to outline in his book a 
Karaite moral code. The definition appears at the opening of a 
long chapter that is polemical on two fronts. On one front, 
against Rabbanites and other “people,” he essentially draws a 
fundamental distinction between magic (human, forbidden) and 
miracle (divine, and possible only through God's prophets). The 
other and main front, confronting rationalists who are opposed 
to the possibility of miracle, is meant to demonstrate its feasi- 
bility as it is faithfully recorded in the Bible.12° Al-Qirqisani, then, 
does not negate the possibility of overturning the natural order 
but pins it solely on divine action, meaning action meant to serve 
God's word as uttered by his true prophets. One who is not a 
true prophet cannot perform miracles but, at most, magic 
tricks.!?! Clearly, then, even though al-Qirqisani does not bother 
to say so, the rabbis are not miracle workers. Are they sorcerers 
then? Al-Qirqisani holds that they are, but not in the sense that 
they actually possess magic powers—he does not think such 
powers exist—but in the sense of negating the true prophecy, a 
negation conveyed in their belief in the feasibility of magic. The 
rabbis, he argues, believe in the human power to perform all that 
is mentioned in the definition of magic and even ascribe this 
power to the rule over two kinds of names—"Name of Clean- 
ness" and “Name of Uncleanness"192—and join all “who hold 
this view that magic is valid and is capable of making miracles, 
such as the resurrection of the dead." They thereby actually deny 
true prophecy)? because if the sole purpose of miracles is not 
to serve as proof of God’s word to his prophets, we no longer 
have a basis for differentiating true from false prophecy. Magic is 


forbidden, then, not because of its actual existence but because 


believing in it undermines divine religion, divine prophecy, and 
divine law. In al-Qirqisani's thought, it seems, such a belief is a 


breach of the first соттапатепі0 


those, as (in the books) called Sefer ha-Yashar, and one called 
Harba de-Moshe, which opens with (the words) “four angels 
are in charge of the sword,” for there are great powers and 
mysteries in it, and in the book called Raza Rabba, beside the 
fragments and the particular (recipes), of which there is no 


end.109 


Rav Hai's responsum is detailed and scholarly. His rhetoric is 
interesting and convoluted, revealing a position fluctuating be- 
tween two poles: recognition in principle of the power of words 
to act in the world and the absolute and scathing dismissal of 
such power manifestations in contemporary reality. Between 
them, he determines three degrees of plausibility concerning 
miraculous events: (1) “things not at all possible" (e.g., making 
someone disappear by citing the Divine Name); (2) things that 


are “not impossible” (e.g., shortening distances); and (3) things 


that are “very far from plausible" (e.g., calming the sea or killing 
a person by using incantations). Yet he sums up his attitude to- 
ward the rumors and testimonies that led the Kairouan sages to 
ask for his advice with the words, “In sum, a fool believes every- 
thing [Proverbs 14:15]."112 The emphasis in this expression, then, 
is on the every. “A fool will believe everything” does not mean 
that none of it ever happened. Quite the contrary! There are 
things we definitely can and should believe in, but we should 
carefully consider what is and what is not possible. The sages of 
Kairouan, then, did well by turning to a spiritual authority like 
Rav Hai and seeking his help. And if they do not wish to be fools, 
they will do well to accept it. 

Rav Hai relies mainly on rabbinic statements designed to 


structure a skeptical view concerning the existence of 


contemporary upright (normative) figures capable of miracles. 
The supernatural, then, is not dismissed but is actually pre- 
sented as the ideal (and dangerous) horizon of a moral norm 
that no longer exists. Against this background, the theological 
discussion at the end of his responsum emphasizes the (spir- 
itual and institutional) danger involved in admiration for the 
magic power of the “other.” 

Rav Hai Gaon does not deny the power of the holy names. He 
recognizes the efficacy of “expert amulets for healing, protection, 
and other things," but he qualifies their use. Rather than view- 
ing ritual power as merely a performative technique, he pins it on 
the writer’s (normative) personality. Beside his warnings con- 
cerning the dangers attached to writings and actions of this kind, 
he goes into some detail concerning the names of God but 
doubts the ability of his contemporaries to activate them: “And 
who is the one in these generations who pronounces the Inef- 
fable Name over the sea and it calms down, on the living and he 
dies, and other such deeds? These are nothing but hollow words, 


do not believe in them"? 
Rav Hai deals with many other issues: interpreting dreams, 
the normative gap separating the study of magic (keshafim) from 
its performance, trickery ('ahizat 'einayim), and conjuring an- 
gels and demons and using them. He relies, as noted, on tal- 
mudic discussions on these issues. Finally, he seeks to clarify 
the difference between a divine sign of true prophecy and an act 
of magic, which is not at all a miracle. He points to a clear dis- 


tinction between them. 


Because acts of magic (ma'aseh keshafim) are found among 


the world's customs or are things that human creatures can 


perform, but the miracle of prophecy through which we will 
know that this is God's messenger and emissary must have 
two attributes; if one is missing, this will not be a miracle of 
prophecy. One is that this should be an act of God, some- 
thing that a creature cannot do and no one does except the 
Creator, and the other that it is not of the ways of the world 


but a change of the ways of the world. 


Rav Hai Gaon does not negate magic, but he clearly distin- 
guishes it from God’s power. Magic, however powerful, is lim- 
ited to the power of created beings, “be it a man, or a demon, or 
a prince,” and is confined to activity that does not exceed the 
laws of nature set by God. Disappearance does exceed them and 
is therefore impossible. Shortening distances, calming the sea, 
and killing a person through incantations are "very far" but not 
"impossible" within the ways of the world. Had there been spir- 
itual giants in “these generations,” that is, at the time of Rav Hai 
and the sages of Kairouan, they would certainly have known how 
to do this. But once such figures no longer exist, these acts are 
merely sorcery, not a "miracle of prophecy,” and believing in 
them is therefore forbidden. 

Magic and truth are antonymous categories. The power of 
magic is antithetical to the divine miracle. Idolaters have no 
"prophesying" power, and their power is therefore not miracle 
but magic. Seduction by it places us on the slippery slope of 
denying “prophecy” that, at this time, when divine prophecy is 
not revealed through miraculous signs on earth, is transmitted 
through the leaders of the scholarly halakhic establishment. 
Hence, “These are nothing but hollow words, do not believe in 


them.” 


MAIMONIDES’ WRITINGS 

Rav Hai Gaon's stance on magic seems conciliatory compared to 
that of Maimonides, who is the most prominent, extreme, and 
systematic spokesman of the Jewish rationalist elite in the me- 
dieval Muslim world. His uncompromising polemical, didactic 
stance regarding magic is anchored in a comprehensive philo- 
sophical conception of God's exclusive and absolute sovereignty 
in the world, conveyed іп an unalterable natural order.!'* Mai- 
monides attests that he had read many Muslim works on magic 
and astral magic,!!5 and he is shown to be well acquainted with 
contemporary magic practices. In the chapter in The Guide of the 
Perplexed that deals at length with this issue, Maimonides de- 
scribes idolatry (‘avodah zarah) in the exact sense of the phrase: 
“actions that used to be performed by the Sabians, the Cas- 
deans, and the Chaldeans; most of them were also found among 
the Egyptians and the Canaanites."116 He draws a distinction be- 
tween three kinds of magic: (1) material means (a plant, an ani- 
mal, or a mineral), (2) astral definition of the time of the act, and 
(3) ritual gestures, “such as dancing, clapping hands, shouting ... 
burning something, fumigating with a definite fume, or uttering a 
speech understandable or not.” He describes the act as follows: 


Furthermore there are magical operations that can be accom- 
plished only with the help of all these practices. For instance 
they say: This or that quantity of the leaves of a certain plant 
shall be taken while the moon is under a certain sign of the 
Zodiac in the East, or in one of the other cardinal points; also 
a definite quantity shall be taken from the horns or the excre- 
ments or the hair or the blood of a certain animal while the 


sun is, for example, in the middle of the sky or at some other 


determined place; furthermore, a certain mineral or several 
minerals shall be taken and cast while a certain sign is in the 
ascendant!" and the stars in a certain position; then you shall 
speak and зау! these and these things and shall fumigate 
the cast-metal form with these leaves and similar things— 
whereupon a certain thing will come about. Furthermore, 
there are magical operations that, as they deem, may be 
accomplished with the help of only one of these kinds of 


practices. 19 


Magic is thus a foreign cult. In its developed form, it is an act 
of astral magic.12 Its purpose is to draw down spirituality from 
the stars into a cast image specifically meant for this purpose by 
means of well-coordinated astrological rituals, weaving natural 
materials and human actions into a supernatural apparatus. Al- 
though not every act of magic requires the presence of all these 
components, all are linked in one way or another to the stars. 


In all magical operations it is indispensable that the stars 
should be observed. | mean, they deem that a certain plant 
should be assigned to the portion of a certain star; similarly 
they assign every animal and every mineral to a star. They like- 
wise deem that the operations performed by the magicians are 
various species of worship offered to a certain star, which, 
being pleased with that operation or speech or fumigation, 


does for us what we wish 22 


Although Maimonides writes about alien, Sabian magic, 
which “with regard to most of these magical practices, ... pose 


the condition that those who perform them should necessarily 


be мотеп,"122 and although elsewhere he describes magic acts, 
incantations, and divination that were widespread among those 
“deficient in knowledge,” his polemic targets scholarly astral 
magic in particular. Astral magic required extensive astronomical 
knowledge (which Maimonides valued and strictly distinguished 
from "chimerical" astrology) as a basis for magical activity. It re- 
lied on a developed theory, substantiated and accepted by the 
contemporary scholars. These characteristics, and astral magic’s 
standing in the ranking of knowledge in the medieval Muslim 
world, made it particularly dangerous. The reason is that, beyond 
the halakhic and practical aspect about which Maimonides could 
rule overbearingly (as he indeed did, at times offering an extreme 
one-sided version of the rabbinic position that he mostly relied 
оп),123 astral magic also posed a general philosophical and reli- 
gious danger. Astral magic was part of the astrological concep- 
tion stating that stars and planets influence the sublunar world 
and participate in directing its course. Maimonides thus consis- 
tently and resolutely presented astral magic as inimical to 
monotheism, true philosophy, and empirical thought, which 
were inseparably tied up in his system.124 

Maimonides rejected astral magic as part of his general rejec- 
tion of astrology.!25 Invoking monotheism, as he understood it, 
Maimonides sought to uproot from among Jews any belief stat- 
ing that stars and constellations influenced the world, as well as 
the practices attached to it, both divination and magic.!26 To do 
so, he had to contend with two levels of idolatry, the scholarly 
and the popular. 


One consists of those who are well versed in the practice— 


that is the calculation of the constellation that is in the 


ascendant at the time of the act, and the bringing down by it 
of the power emanating from the stars? and all the other 
delusions and foolish things that soil the intellect and are 
imagined by those of this type. And the second type are those 
who worship those man-made images as they have learned to 
do, without knowledge of how they were made or for what 
purpose they were made, except for the stories of their sages 


alone—and such are the majority of idolaters.128 


For Maimonides, the danger of astrology lay not only in the 
philosophical mistake it brought into the world but also, and in- 
deed mainly, in the attractiveness of its practical aspects for the 
masses, leading them to idolatry. The struggle against the schol- 
ars of astral magic, then, involved ethical and political aspects no 
less important than the conceptual one. At this level, Mai- 
monides acts to undermine the standing of these pseu- 


doscholars as genuine philosophers. 


You must know that the perfect philosophers do not believe 
in talismans but deride them and those who believe in their 
influence, and the explanation of this matter should be 
lengthy. But | have said this because | know that most people, 
and perhaps all, are greatly tempted by them and believe in 
many things of that kind, and think that they are true things, 
but this is not so. And even good and pious men of our Torah 
think that these things are true, but that they are forbidden be- 
cause of [the prohibition of] the Torah alone. And they do not 
know that these [i.e., the talismans] are empty and false 
things, against which the Torah has warned us just as it has 


warned us against falsehood.122 


Maimonides emphasizes the epistemological aspect of his 
claims, the mistake and the falsity of astral magic that true— 
rational-empirical—philosophy demonstrates.39 He addresses 
this claim to the “good and pious people of our Torah,” who be- 
lieve in the theoretical foundation of astral magic but refrain 
from implementing it because of their wariness of idolatry. He 


does know, however, that not all are like them. 


“And ye shall not walk in the customs of the nation” [Leviticus 
20:23]—these being those that are called by [the Sages], may 
their memory be blessed, ways of the Amorite. For they are 
branches of magical practices, inasmuch as they are things 
not required by reasoning concerning nature and lead to mag- 
ical practices that of necessity seek support in astrological no- 
tions. Accordingly the matter is turned into a glorification and 


a worship of the stars. 31 


This is Maimonides' main fear and seemingly his key consid- 
eration in his polemical rhetoric against astrology.132 
Philosophical and didactic considerations thus come together 
in Maimonides’ thought and his writing for the purpose of sys- 
tematically undermining astrology as a science, astrologists as 
scholars, and astral magic as a useful and legitimate activity. A 
similar picture emerges regarding Maimonides’ attitude toward 
the more simple magic activity widespread in his community, 
which was not based on astral calculations. This activity, the 
theoretical and practical expressions of which | reviewed at 
length in chapter 5, was well known to Maimonides, and he was 
resolutely opposed to it as well on both scientificempirical and 


halakhic grounds. 


Maimonides’ contempt for magic activity is tied to his attitude 
toward language. He holds that human language is conventional 
and lacks immanent holiness. Such holiness is at the basis of 
the performative conception of language in Jewish magic 
culture.133 Its rejection, which founded language solely on its 
communicative function, automatically eliminates the perfor- 
mative power of words and with it the efficacy of uttered or writ- 
ten incantations. Accompanying this approach of Mai- 
monides' was a general conception of holiness as an essence 
external to and separate from things, which negates the possi- 
bility of transferring it as an effective performative power from 
humans to artifacts or from artifacts to humans.135 Maimonides 
explicitly states his view in this regard when discussing two re- 
lated topics: amulets and mezuzot. He considers amulets in 


Guide of the Perplexed when discussing the name of God. 


Do not let occur to your mind the vain ravings (hadhayan)!* 
of the writers of charms or what names you may hear from 
them or may find in their stupid books, names that they have 
invented, which are not indicative of any notion whatsoever, 
but which they call the names and of which they think that 
they necessitate holiness and purity and work miracles. All 
these are stories that it is not seemly for a perfect man to lis- 


ten to, much less to believe.137 


Scathingly, then, Maimonides dismisses the use of God's names 
together with the books giving directives on such use and states 
that they are based on a fabrication. This matter resembles his 
view on the hidden names of God: the Ineffable Name, a name of 


twelve letters, and a name of forty-two letters. In his view, these 


names, of which the longer ones are made up of several words, 
originally pointed to intellectual content touching on God. The 
problem evoked by this content led to “the corruption of beliefs,” 
which in turn led to the concealment of God's names from the 


masses. Henceforth, events developed as follows: 


When wicked and ignorant people found these texts, they had 
great scope for lying statements in that they would put to- 
gether any letters they liked and would say: this is a name that 
has efficacy and the power to operate if it is written down or 
uttered in a particular way. Thereupon these lies invented by 
the first wicked and ignorant man were written down, and 
these writings transmitted to good, pious, and foolish men 
who lack the scales by means of which they could know the 
true from the false. These people accordingly made a secret of 
these writings, and the latter were found in the belongings left 
behind them, so that they were thought to be correct. To sum 


it up: "A fool believes everything" [Proverbs 14:15].35 


According to Maimonides, then, ignorance, lies, and naiveté are 
the foundation of the culture of using names and of the profes- 
sional literature that goes with it. This is a silly and superfluous 
culture that is not confined to its constitutive lie but also entails 
a dangerous aspect of sin. Maimonides emphasizes this aspect 
when he warns against turning the mezuzah into an amulet, that 
is, displacing it from the realm of commandments performed ac- 
cording to the accepted halakhic pattern (involving the worship 


of God) to the realm of personal apotropaic magic. 


It is a universal custom to write [the word] Shaddai on the 


other side of the Mezuzah, opposite the blank space between 
the two sections. As this is written on the outside, the practice 
is unobjectionable. They, however, who write names of an- 
gels, holy names, a Biblical text or inscriptions usual on seals, 
within the Mezuzah, are among those who have no portion in 
the world to come. For these fools not only fail to fulfill the 
commandment but they treat an important precept that ex- 
presses the Unity of God, the love of Him, and His worship, 
as if it were an amulet to promote their own personal inter- 
ests; for, according to their foolish minds, the Mezuzah is 
something that will secure for them advantage in the vanities 


of the world.139 


The issue of using names recurs in Maimonides’ writings in 
other contexts, relying on the two elements noted: a fundamental 
negation of the performative power of words or artifacts and the 
sin entailed by their implementation. The sin aspect, anchored in 
Maimonides’ role as legislator, is particularly prominent in his 
views on healing incantations, which thereby afford us a glimpse 
into the magic practices used in his surroundings. 


One who whispers a spell over a wound?4? and recites a verse 
from the Torah, one who recites a verse over a child to save it 
from terrors and one who places a scroll or phylacteries on an 
infant, to induce it to sleep, are not only in the category of 
soothsayers and sorcerers (menahashim ve-hovrim), but 

they are included among those who repudiate the Torah; for 
they use its words to cure the body whereas these are only 


medicine for the soul 4 


Maimonides’ concern with segulot—the properties of artifacts re- 
lated to form rather than to matter—reflects his empirical- 
scientific thinking Maimonides acknowledges the healing 
potential of the segulot but sets it in nature rather than beyond it. 
Accordingly, he demands controlled use of an empirical method 
to prove their efficacy, each one separately, as a condition for 
allowing their use. This is also the basis for his interpretation of 
the well-known talmudic saying, which excludes whatever serves 
“ ‘All that 
pertains to medicine does not pertain to the Amorite usages’ (TB 
Shabbat 67a). They mean by this that all that is required by 
speculation concerning nature is permitted, whereas other prac- 


to heal from the category of “ways of the Amorites": 


tices are forbidden." Similarly, Maimonides justifies other 
hard to justify rabbinic licenses, such as the use of a nail from 
the cross and the use of a fox's tooth, and other ritual actions 
meant for healing. In his words, their benefit derives from expe- 
rience rather than from logic.!44 

Surprisingly, and indeed leading to many exegetical problems, 
Maimonides applies this principle to amulets as well. Contrary to 
his explicit statement about the futility of amulets and the idiocy 
of their writers, he bows to the rabbis’ dictum and, at least osten- 
sibly, agrees to the existence of expert amulets (qame‘a 


mumheh), whose efficacy or that of their writers has been 
empirically demonstrated. He allows these to be worn on the 


Sabbath for healing. 


One may also wear an expert amulet—that is, an amulet 
which has already cured three patients, or was made by some- 
one who had previously cured three patients with other 


amulets. If one goes out into a public domain wearing a 


non-expert amulet, he is exempt, because he is deemed to 


have worn it as apparel.145 


This is a puzzling but explicit deviation from Maimonides’ reso- 
lutely consistent line against the use of holy names and amulets. 
It differs from the license to use materials whose healing efficacy 
has been proven, even though this proof lacks logical expla- 
nation and contradicts, in terms of its underlying rationale, his 


ruling allowing the use of an incantation for stings: 


If one was stung by a scorpion or a snake, it is permitted, 
even on the Sabbath, to whisper a spell over the part affected, 
so as to soothe the patient and give him reassurance. Al- 
though the procedure is absolutely useless, it has been per- 
mitted because of the patient's dangerous condition, so that 


he should not become distraught.145 


An expert amulet is a performative artifact whose proven healing 
efficacy is the cause for allowing it to be worn. The incantation 
for the bite does not heal. It is allowed as a psychological place- 
bo at a time of distress for one who holds it to have powers, not 
as a means of magical healing. The deliberate use of an incan- 
tation formula to counteract the effects of snakes or scorpions or 
for protection from them is, however, absolutely forbidden.147 
The falsity and the sin that are the basis and the key to astral 
magic and to the simpler magic, the formula and the segulot, are 
what made magic so dangerous in Maimonides' perception. His 
handling of them, which is at the focus of his discussions on the 
various expressions of magic activity and the belief in it, conveys 


two main aspects of his personality: thinker and leader. As a 


thinker, he knows magic theory from books and rejects it by rely- 
ing on philosophical considerations. As a leader, he knows it 
from day-to-day life and rejects it by relying on religious consid- 
erations. These roles, which are mutually intertwined and integral 
to his personality and his writings, come to the fore in his suc- 


cinct comments on the magic practice of necromancy. 


These practices are all false and deceptive, and were means 
employed by the ancient idolaters to deceive the people of 
various countries and induce them to become their followers. 
It is not proper for Israelites who are highly intelligent to suf- 
fer themselves to be deluded by such inanities or imagine that 
there is anything in them.... Whoever believes in these and 
similar things and, in his heart, holds them to be true and 
scientific and only forbidden by the Torah, is nothing but a 

fool, deficient in understanding, who belongs to the same 
class with women and children whose intellects are immature. 
Sensible people, however, who possess sound mental facul- 

ties, know by clear proofs that all these practices which the 
Torah prohibited have no scientific basis but are chimerical 

and inane; and that only those deficient in knowledge are at- 
tracted by these follies, and, for their sake, leave the ways of 
truth. The Torah, therefore, in forbidding all these follies, ex- 

horts us, “Thou shalt be wholehearted with the Lord, thy God” 


(Deuteronomy 18:13).48 


No one opposed the explicit biblical demand of wholeheart- 
edness with God. Quite the contrary! But not everyone agreed 


with Maimonides’ understandi 


ig of it. 


Maimonides’ extreme rationalistic stance reached realms that 


even the most stringent ancestors of rabbinic Judaism did not 
turn to. He based “wholeheartedness” on a form of religiosity 
that is particularly difficult to internalize and perform, leaving no 
room whatsoever for miracle and its human agents. Its concep- 
tual foundations, and even more so some of its practical impli- 
cations, were too difficult for collective digestion and hardly af- 
fected day-to-day Jewish religiosity in all that concerns my cur- 
rent pursuit. Opposition to it assumed two forms: direct and 
open, and indirect and ignoring. Within elite circles, Mai- 
monides’ views gave rise to prolonged and profound debates. In 
this sense his rationalism was extremely influential both as such 
and mainly as a catalyst for opposite and more moderate trends. 
The people, however, were not overly impressed. Probably the 
most solid evidence is that provided by the hagiographies of 
Maimonides that evolved orally in the centuries after his death 
and were eventually written up in closely similar versions in 
many communities throughout the Muslim world.!49 If it was 
Maimonides' fate to serve the Jewish community as a folk hero, 
then community needs rather than Maimonides’ thought shaped 
his image. The people, whose magic beliefs and actions Mai- 
monides contemptuously dismissed, had no need for rationalist 
philosophers; they needed powerful and holy miracle men. And 
indeed, in Jewish folklore, Maimonides defeats sorcerers and 
sinks them in the ground, resurrects the dead, turns onions into 
gold, reveals hidden mysteries, shortens distances, and leads a 
ship into the sea by uttering the Ineffable Name. Even his coffin 
functions as a miraculous object after his death. In a Yemenite 
nineteenth-century manuscript dealing with amulets, segulot, and 


remedies, one of the pages bears the title: "A good amulet by the 


Sephardi rabbi Moses b. Maimon, of blessed memory, tried and 
proven for every spirit and fear and to protect a person any- 
where.” Under it is the required incantation.159 Daily life in Jewish 
communities, where incantations and magic were practices in 
use for almost every purpose, together with magic imagination, 
gave rise to a fantastic and consoling folk literature that swal- 


lowed up and assimilated the Maimonidean rationalist spark. 


CONCLUDING REMARKS 

MAGIC BELIEFS AND PRACTICES WERE PART OF THE 
JEWISH CULTURE OF ANTIQUITY AND OF THE EARLY 
ISLAMIC PERIOD, AND THEIR TRACES ARE EVIDENT 
OUTSIDE MAGIC SOURCES TOO. THE UNIQUE ADVAN- 
TAGE OF TESTIMONIES OF THIS KIND LIES IN THE 
FACT THAT THEY ARE NOT PART OF THE “SYSTEM” 
BUT DISCUSS IT FROM “OUTSIDE.” ON THE ONE 
HAND, THEY POINT TO BROAD CONTEXTS OF CRE- 
ATIVITY AND MEANING IN WHICH A JEWISH MAGIC 
CULTURE DEVELOPED, WHICH IN TURN CONTRIBUTED 
ITS SHARE TO THEM. ON THE OTHER HAND, THEY RE- 
VEAL THE NETWORK OF RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
TWO COMPLEMENTARY OR CONFLICTING POWER 
STRUCTURES—RITUAL AND POLITICAL. THE DESCRIP- 
TION OF JEWISH MAGIC CULTURE MUST BE BASED, 
ABOVE ALL, ON THE INSIDER MAGIC EVIDENCE. OUT- 
SIDER BODIES, HOWEVER, CAN SUBSTANTIATE THE 
INFORMATION FOUND IN THE INSIDER SOURCES 
AND EVEN EXPAND IT. THE DEMONOLOGICAL THE- 
ORY OF THE SECOND TEMPLE PERIOD AND THE AN- 
GELOLOGICAL APPROACH OF HEKHALOT AND 
MERKAVAH LITERATURE (AS WELL AS THE INFOR- 
MATION FOUND IN RABBINIC LITERATURE, DIS- 
CUSSED IN CHAPTER 7) ARE CLEAR EXAMPLES. THIS IS 
ONE CONTEXT WHERE OUTSIDER SOURCES SERVE THE 
STUDY OF MAGIC. THEIR MAIN IMPORTANCE, HOW- 
EVER, IS IN THE SOCIAL CONTEXT. THIS ASPECT OF 
SORCERY IS HARDLY MENTIONED IN MAGIC 


LITERATURE, WHICH DOES NOT CONCERN ITSELF 
WITH QUESTIONS OF SOCIETY AND MORALITY, 
APOLOGETICS, OR POLEMICS. WE CAN LEARN ABOUT 
ALL THESE ASPECTS FROM THE OTHER LITERATURE, 
WHICH “REPORTS” ON MAGIC FROM THE OUTSIDE. 
AT THE FOCUS, EXPLICITLY OR IN HIDDEN WAYS OF 
DISCOURSE, IS THE LINK BETWEEN RITUAL POWER 
AND SOCIAL-POLITICAL POWER. THE DEMAND OF SO- 
CIAL-POLIT-ICAL POWER BY THE MASTERS OF NAMES 
WHO DESCEND TO THE CHARIOT IS AN EYE-OPENING 
EXAMPLE. NO LESS IMPRESSIVE IS THE OPPOSITE 
TREND—THE ATTEMPT TO DIMINISH THE SOCIAL- 
POLITICAL POWER OF THE “OTHER” BY LABELING A 
PERSON A SORCERER OR A WITCH (MEKHASHEF/AH) 
AND RHETORICALLY SYMBOLIZING HIM OR HER AS 
POSSESSING A HOSTILE, DANGEROUS, AND ILLEGIT- 
IMATE POWER. 

IN THIS CHAPTER | DISCUSSED THEORETICAL, 
PRACTICAL, AND POLITICAL ASPECTS OF JEWISH 
MAGIC IN VARIOUS BODIES, QUITE DIFFERENT FROM 
ONE ANOTHER IN THEIR CHARACTER AND THEIR 
TIME. IN THE NEXT CHAPTER | EXPAND THE DISCUS- 
SION BEYOND MAGIC AND DEMONOLOGY AND CON- 
SIDER THESE THREE ELEMENTS IN THE RABBINIC DIS- 
COURSE OF THE OCCULT IN THE BROAD, DIVERSE, 
AND MOST DECISIVE CORPUS THAT WAS CREATED IN 
ANCIENT JUDAISM: RABBINIC LITERATURE. 
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Knowledge, Power, and Hegemony 


SORCERY, DEMONOLOGY, AND DIVINATION IN 
RABBINIC LITERATURE 


In this chapter | present a concentrated review of the rabbinic 
discourse in several interrelated areas, all connected to my pur- 
suit here: sorcery, demonology, divination, interpretation of 
dreams, and astrology! The discussion shifts between two 
poles: one phenomenological and one social. At the phe- 
nomenological level, | trace different views and practices in these 
areas as they come to the fore in the broad corpus known as rab- 
binic literature, including its two components, Halakhah and Ag- 
gadah. In this context | do not consider the value question in- 
volved in the rabbinic discourse about them, that is, whether 
they are mentioned with favor or disgust, denoting acceptance or 
rejection. At the social level the question is examined mainly 
from a political perspective: the rabbis’ use of esoteric elements 
in their literature as part of their struggle for power and control in 
the (actual or imagined) community, where concealed knowl- 
edge, hidden powers, and their human agents played a central 
role. | outline the rabbis’ perceptions of sorcery, demonology, 
and divination as realms of knowledge and action in order to 
examine their place in the rabbinic Weltanschauung and to dis- 
cern the rabbis’ attitude toward themselves and toward others as 
potential agents of knowledge and practices of this kind. | do not 
intend to determine, as scholars have in the past, what the “rab- 


binic view" was on each of these topics. The rabbinic discourse 


on these questions is multifaceted and contradictory and a dis- 
tinct expression of the multivocal character of rabbinic literature. 
This discourse brings together the views of many individuals 
from different periods, communities, and cultural areas of influ- 
ence, which 1 see no reason to dismiss in favor of 
generalizations.2 Instead, | expose the discourse unfolding in 
this literature, including the diverse views reflected in it and re- 
taining the disputes and contradictions that are an essential part 


of its description. 


SORCERY 

Affirming the Possibility, Negating the Practice 

The rabbis are, in principle, explicitly opposed to magic (kishuf, 
keshafim). They thereby continue the determined biblical trend 
that rejects sorcery as a foreign cultural feature and sets a harsh 
sanction for those involved in it: “You shall not suffer a witch 
(mekhashefa) to live" (Exodus 22:17).4 The rabbis state in the 
Mishnah: “Harlotry and sorcery have destroyed everything” (M. 
Sotah 9:3). Substantively, the punishment meted out to the sor- 
cerer (or to the soothsayer [ba'al ‘ov], the wizard [yide'oni], and 
others) is stoning (M. Sanhedrin 7:4). Yet sorcery (kishuf ) is not 
precisely defined in the Mishnah beyond the statement that, con- 
trary to trickery ('ahizat ‘einayim), sorcery is a real act 
(ma‘aseh), that is, an actual change in reality. Accordingly, the 
punishments imposed on the sorcerer (mekhashef ) and on the 
trickster (‘ohez 'einayim) are fundamentally different. The sor- 
cerer is liable, whereas the trickster, who pretends to perform 
real acts but merely engages in deception, is exempt (M. San- 
hedrin 7:11). In the Talmud the exemption is restricted. Beside the 
enumeration of several examples of trickery—extracting stream- 
ers of silk from the nostrils, cutting up a camel with a sword and 
putting it together again, turning a wooden board into a don- 
key—Abaye asserts: 


The laws of sorcerers are like those of the Sabbath: some [are 
punished] by stoning, some are exempt yet forbidden, while 
others are permitted ab initio. One who actually performs 
magic—is stoned; one who creates an illusion—exempt yet 
forbidden, permitted ab initio—such as [was performed by] R. 
Hanina and R. Oshaia. They spent every Sabbath eve studying 


the Laws of Creation, and a three-year old heifer was created 


for them and they ate it. (TB Sanhedrin 67b) 


This distinction between sorcery and trickery attests to the rab- 
bis’ recognition of the sorcerer’s power to perform tangible ac- 
tions in the world, and this, not the deception of an illusory feat, 
is what they categorized as sinful and prohibited. 

Furthermore, the examples of deception cited in TB Sanhedrin 
and elsewhere connect it mainly to Gentiles, conveying a trend of 
presenting “their sorcery” as mere conjuring and so denying it 
any supernatural performative power. Particularly prominent in 
this context is the attitude toward Yanai's eyewitness testimony 
concerning “a heretic who would take a bundle and toss it up 
into the air, and it would then land and become a calf" (PT San- 
hedrin 7:11), essentially pointing out the obvious deceit in it. The 
rabbis cite there R. Elazar in the name of R. Yosi b. Zimra: “Were 
all the world's creatures to gather together, they could not create 
one fly and place a soul in it," as proof of this act's impossi- 
bility. They sum up: “[Surely] it does not say [that] he took a kind 
of bundle, tossed it up in the air and it landed and became a calf, 
but that he called upon a trickster who stole a calf from the herd 
and then brought it to him.” Similar testimony by R. Hinena, son 
of R. Hanania, concerning such a "creation" concludes with his 
father’s conceptual clarification: “If you have eaten from it—that 
is a proof [that a real act has indeed been carried out], and if 
not—it is a deception” (PT Sanhedrin 7:11). The concreteness of 
the creature, then, is the key to the distinction between an actual 
act of creation and a vain illusion. This is the context in which R. 
Joshua says about himself, “1 am able to take gourds and water- 


melons and turn them into rams and deer who would produce 


rams and deer,” when he seeks to boast about his actual power 
to perform an act of creation. 

The difference between sorcery and trickery, as opposed to 
the rabbis’ holy learning that “produced” a calf they indeed ate, is 
now clearly evident. Because Torah study is the ritual that 
brought this creature into existence and because rabbis per- 
formed this ritual, not only is this act not one of forbidden sor- 
cery (and certainly not at all a deception, as is the Gentiles’ "cre- 
ation”), but it is also categorically permitted ab initio under the 
rubric of sorcery laws. Indeed, the act is even desirable as a sign 
of ritual power derived from the proper religious norm, in which 
the rabbis are experienced. 

Expressions recognizing the power of human magical ma- 
nipulation for both beneficial and malefic purposes are wide- 
spread in many halakhic and aggadic traditions. Among the 
beneficial kind are traditions that recognize the power of circle 
drawers and utterers of incantations meant to bring about rain? 
and the effect of sympathetic acts on the fertility of trees (such as 
loading a tree with date clusters or with stones and painting it 
red, or hanging a shoot of wild figs on a fruitless fig tree).5 One 
particular example concerns prescriptions for healing incan- 
tations and evidence of the healing and protective use of 
amulets, both written amulets (game'a shel ketav) and amulets 
using plant roots (qame‘a shel ‘iqarin).2 With regard to amulets, 
note mainly the discussion on the kinds of amulets that can be 
carried on the Sabbath for healing purposes, particularly the 
category of expert amulets, referring to amulets whose effec- 
tiveness or that of their writers has been demonstrated at least 


three times. Such an amulet can be carried on the Sabbath on a 


person but not on an animal. Further evidence points to the 
use of therapeutic artifacts, such as a locust egg, a fox tooth, and 
a nail from one who has been crucified, which R. Meir permits to 
be carried on the Sabbath "for healing purposes" but the rabbis 
prohibit even on weekdays because these are "ways of the Amor- 
ites" (M. Shabbat 6:10). Another instance is the "preserving 
stone" ('even ha-tequmah), used to prevent miscarriages, which 
the rabbis allowed to be carried on the Sabbath (TB Shabbat 
66b). Finally, note the magical healing prescriptions delivered in 
the name of rabbis. 

These prescriptions are partly based on ritual acts founded on 
sympathetic principles! and partly on the healing power of 
incantations, the wording of which at times includes biblical 
verses and historiolas (brief stories hinting at well-known narra- 
tives, when the one reciting the incantation seeks to realize some 
quality being invoked in them—power, destruction, grace, love, 
and so forth).!2 Many of these prescriptions were meant to re- 
move from the patient's body demons and other damaging 
agents that were perceived as the cause of illnesses (I return to 
this point later). Others were meant as treatments for fever, 
which were also at times perceived as resulting from possession. 
The following are examples of two such prescriptions that, like 
other items of information circulating in the house of study, are 
also part of the characteristic talmudic exchange. The first is 
cited by Abaye, as learned from his foster mother. The purpose is 
to transfer the fever from the body of the patient to the body of 


an ant. 


For a daily fever ... he should sit at a crossroads and when 


he sees a big ant carrying something, let him take it and place 


it within a copper tube, close it [the tube] with lead, seal it with 
sixty seals, shake it, lift it up, and say to it [the ant]: “Your bur- 
den upon me and my burden upon you.” R. Aha son of R. 
Huna said to R. Ashi: “But perhaps [another] man had [al- 
ready] found it and stopped his with it [i.e., stopped his own 
illness through the ant, so that this person will take his prede- 
cessor's illness upon himself]? Rather let him say to it: “My 
burden and your burden upon you.” And if not [offering an- 
other option}, let him take a new pitcher, go to the river and 
say to it: “River river, lend me a pitcher of water for a guest 
that has chanced upon me.” Let him then swing it [the full 
pitcher] seven times above his head, throw it [the water] be- 
hind him and say to it: “Take back the water you gave me, 
since the guest that chanced upon me came and left in one 
day!" (TB Shabbat 66b) 


The second prescription for high fever is cited close to this 
one in the name of R. Yohanan. In this case the healing is based 
on the symbolic transformation of a thorny weed into a burning 
bush by means of ritual acts and biblical verses, transferring the 
special quality of the bush for burning without being consumed 
to a patient burning with fever. This ritual procedure is accom- 
panied by a mention of the three friends of Daniel who were 
delivered from the burning furnace into which they had been cast 
(Daniel 3), all for the purpose of removing the fever from the pa- 
tient’s body, 


For a burning fever,4 he should take an iron knife, go to 
where a vardina' [thornbush]}5 is to be found, and knot upon it 
a white thread. On the first day, he should carve a slight 


notch!” and say: “And the angel of the Lord appeared to him 


...” (Exodus 3:2).18 On the next day, he [again] carves a small 


notch and says: “And Moses said, | will now turn aside, and 
see this great sight ..." (Exodus 3:3). The next day, he makes 
[another] small notch and says: “And when the Lord saw that 
he turned aside to see ...” (Exodus 3:4). R. Aha son of Rava 

said to R. Ashi: “And [he should] say: ‘Do not come near ...’ 
(Exodus 3:5)."12 Rather, then, on the first day, he should say: 
"And the angel of the Lord appeared unto him ..." [and also] 
"And Moses said ...” The next day he should say: “And when 
the Lord saw ..." And on the next day [he will say: "Do not 
come near."20 And when he has cut it [after three days], he 
should pull it down, cut it, and say: “Thornbush, thornbush! It 
is not because you are loftier than all the other trees that the 
Holy One, blessed be He, brought his Shekhinah to rest upon 
you, but because you are humbler than all other trees. And as 
the fire saw Hanania, Mishael, and Azariah and fled from 
them, so let the fever of [so-and-so], son of [the woman] so- 


and-so flee from him [i.e., leave his Боду]. (TB Shabbat 67a) 


Additional healing prescriptions that combine incantations 
and ritual are also found elsewhere, formulated briefly and with- 
out discussion. For instance, here is a pair of prescriptions for 
extracting a fishbone stuck in the throat: 


[For] one who has a bone in his throat, he should bring [an- 
other bone] of the same kind, place it on his [the former's] 
head, and say: "One by one go down, swallow, go down one 
by one."21 ... For a fishbone, he should say: “You are stuck in 


like a needle, you are locked up as a shield; go down, go 


down.” (TB Shabbat 67a) 


Also we have the following three prescriptions for healing the 


spleen: 


For [diseases of] the spleen ... he should take the spleen of an 
unopened she-goat [i.e., one that has not yet had offspring], 
smear it in the oven [and dry it], stand in front of it and say: 
“As this spleen has dried, [so] let the spleen of NN dry up.” 
And if not [if he cannot do this or if it does not prove effective] 
he should smear it between the bricks of a new house22 and 
say these words. And if not, he should look for the corpse of a 
man who has died on the Sabbath, take his hand, and place it 
on his [the sick person's] spleen and say: "As this hand has 
dried up, so let the spleen of NN dry up." (TB Gittin 69b) 


There is also a prescription and a story preceding it concerned 


with sobering up. 


Like that of R. Huna [when he would return from] the house of 
Rav, and Rav from В. Hiyya's house, and В. Ніууа from Rab- 

bi's house, when they were drunk, someone would bring oil 
and salt and rub it into the palms of their hands and the soles 
of their feet and say: "Just as this oil is becoming clear, [so] let 
NN's wine become clear."23 And if not [if one cannot do this 
of if it does not prove effective], he should bring the plug of a 
wine vessel, soak it in water, and say: “Just as this plug be- 
comes clear, so let the wine of NN become clear.” (TB Shab- 


bat 66b) 


Besides incantation prescriptions such as these, the rabbis 


also offered prescriptions for ritual acts of healing that do not in- 
clude incantations (and are therefore not magical in the defin- 
itive, adjurational sense of the word). Their ritual character, how- 
ever, makes it hard to perceive them as merely folk medicine. So, 
for instance, the following prescription, also cited in the name of 
Abaye's foster mother, was meant to heal tertian fever (meaning 


a fever that rises in 72-hour cycles, that is, malaria): 


One should bring seven thorns from seven palm trees, seven 
chips from seven beams, seven pegs from seven bridges, 
seven [heaps of] ashes from seven ovens, seven [mounds of] 
earth from under seven door-sockets,24 seven specimens of 
pitch from seven ships, seven handfuls of cumin, seven hairs 
from the beard of an old dog, and tie them in the shirt collar 
[of the sick person's garment] with a white thread. (TB Shab- 
bat 67a) 


The following prescription, also from the same source, may also 
belong to this category: “For a daily fever, he should take a silver 
zuz, go to a salt pool, take its weight in salt, and tie it up in the 
shirt collar with a white thread" (TB Shabbat 66b). This is a good 
example of a borderline case; it is hard to decide whether a cer- 
tain amount of salt (tied near the neck)25 is meant to act by itself 
and heal the body or whether this is perhaps a salt amulet that 
mediates other powers residing within it by virtue of ritual acts. 
The demand to tie this bundle with a white thread, mentioned 
also in the ritual resorting to a prickly bush to get rid of fever 
(and in a prescription for healing an anal fissure),2° appears to 
hint at the second option. 


Finally, in the context of magic healing in general and the 


93a). We are told about Shmuel that “he heard a Persian curse 
his son with it [the Ineffable Name] and he [the son] died” (PT 
Yoma 3:8). In a parallel version, God complains about the offen- 
sive use of his names: “If when 1 concealed from them the Inef- 
fable Name they slay with a substitute name, how much more so 
had 1 given and revealed the Ineffable Name to them!” 
(Ecclesiastes Rabbah 3:11) 37 

Stories describing the literal performance of women’s curses 
in an attempt to preempt their harmful effects attest to the extent 
of the fear evoked by their power. In one case students turned 
over the chair of Rabbah, son of Rav Huna, and stood it up again 
after a woman, who had been harmed by his decision on her 
case, shouted at him, “May his chair turn over!" In another story 
students soaked Rava's clothes in water after another woman, 
also in her bitterness, called at him, “May your ship sink!” Yet 
these efforts proved useless, and the curses were ultimately ful- 
filled as intended.38 

Finally, the story about the scholar who killed his neighbor by 
cursing him in an original fashion deserves mention here. 


There was a violent man who tormented a certain scholar. He 
[the scholar] came to R. Joseph [and told him about it]. Said 
he [the rabbi]: “Go and curse him." “I am afraid of him," he 
replied. Said he: "Then go and take [out] an exclusion writ 
against him.” “I am all the more afraid to do that!” [because 
the exclusion writ, unlike the curse, is public]. Said he [the 
rabbi]: "Take it [the exclusion writ or the curse] put it into a jar, 
take it [the jar] to a graveyard, and blow into it a thousand 
horn blasts in forty days.” He did so. The jar burst and the 
violent man died. (TB Mo'ed Katan 17a-b). 


Belief in the aggressive power of sorcery was not limited to 
"women and ordinary people" or to “provincial ignoramuses," as 
scholars have previously suggested.3? Its influence is evident in 
rabbinic discourse in general and in the Halakhah they formu- 
lated in particular. Besides the mentions noted, two more issues 
deserve attention: erotic magic and sorcery used to derail justice. 
Two traditions hint at the power of erotic magic.4 The first is 
that of R. Shimon b. Lakish in a discussion about Nazirite un- 
cleanness, whereby one defense against an accusation of for- 
bidden sexual relations is to claim that “1 was constrained to do 
it because of the spells she cast on me" (PT Nazir 8:1). The sec- 
ond tradition is the rabbis' determination that, although a virgin 
is to marry on Wednesday, the court (which meets on Thurs- 
days) will accept the husband's request to bring charges against 
her (stating that she is not a virgin) even if he had married her on 
Monday, if he claims that the Monday wedding was "due to a 
constraint." And they explain, "What is meant by 'due to a con- 
straint’? Due to sorcery” (PT Ketuboth 1:1).41 The reference is 
probably to harmful spells meant to prevent the husband from 
consummating the union, fear of which forced the couple to 
deviate from the law and put the marriage forward.*? In both 
cases, acknowledging the power of sorcery serves as the basis of 
the halakhic stance. 

The second issue is the use of sorcery to pervert the course of 
justice. This practice is mentioned in the Tosefta together with a 
series of negative behaviors that precipitated disasters on the na- 
tion of Israel and ultimately destroyed it: “As the whisperers of 
incantations in judgment multiplied, wrath came upon the world 


and the Shekhinah ceased in Israel” (Tosefta Sotah 14:3). 


Precisely on these grounds, R. Yohanan may have held that 
members of the Sanhedrin also had to be “knowledgeable in 
sorcery."43 

We must therefore reject the view that the basis for the rabbis’ 
struggle against sorcery and sorcerers is their conceptual denial 
of the actual human ability to operate through sorcery because of 
the tension between this power and God's omnipotence.* State- 
ments such as “ ‘There is none other besides Him’ (Deuteron- 
omy 4:35)—even in matters of sorcery” (TB Sanhedrin 67b) or "R. 
Natan said, ‘The Holy One, blessed be He, said—were all the 
magicians of the world to gather together and try to change 
morning into evening, they would not succeed’ " (Tanhuma, 
Korah 3) should not be understood as negating the possibility of 
sorcery but as demarcating its limits in the cosmos, for which 
only God is responsible.5 At the same time, sorcery implied 
human daring against Heaven and a forceful intrusion into 
God's distinct and exclusive domain, which seemingly narrowed 
God's infinite realm of action. R. Yohanan excelled at articu- 
lating this perception of sorcery in his statement “Why are they 
called sorceries (keshafim)? Because they deny/diminish 
(makhishin) the heavenly court" (TB Sanhedrin 67b),46 attribut- 
ing to sorcery the absence of blessing in the world and partic- 
ularly the desolation of the Jewish people. Nevertheless, in light 
of the extensive evidence about the ritual power of the rabbis and 
especially in the context of their struggle against witches and wiz- 
ards (discussed later), their objections to sorcery do not seem to 
rest solely on ideological grounds. As I will show, social consid- 
erations played a decisive role in shaping the rabbis’ hostile dis- 


course in this regard. 


Ways of the Amorites 

Although we lack an essentialist definition of sorcery as practice 
in the way the rabbis understood it (and | doubt whether they 
had any such definition), the category “ways of the Amorites" 
(darkei ha-Emori) that recurs in their writings affords an opening 
for a partial clarification of activity in this area and for the 
foundations of the resistance to it. The term ways of the Amorites 
denotes acts that are forbidden because of the biblical prohi- 
bition “neither shall you walk in their practices” (Leviticus 18:3), 
that is, because of the desire to differentiate the people of Israel 
from the surrounding nations. In Deuteronomy 18:10-14 the 
prohibition of resembling the Gentile nations is explicitly related 
to practices of sorcery and divination, which are presented as the 
typical feature of the surrounding foreign culture.4 For this fea- 
ture—resem-blance to the Gentiles, particularly in the context of 
magic and divination—the rabbis reserved the term ways of the 
Amorites. 

The ways of the Amorites category is mentioned in the Mish- 
nah as a basis for forbidding acts of magic-apotropaic character, 
such as carrying a locust egg, a fox's tooth, or a nail from one 
who has been crucified (M. Shabbat 6:10) or the ritual use of an 
animal placenta (its burial at a crossroads or hanging it from a 
tree; M. Hullin 4:7). The Tosefta makes dual use of this category. 
On the one hand, it uses it to label forbidden ritual (and other) 


acts, such as 


He who ties a pad onto his thigh and a red thread on his fin- 
ger ... he who stops up a window with thorns, and he who ties 
a piece of iron to the leg of the bed of a woman in childbirth, 


and he who sets a table before her ... he who pours out water 


onto the street and says hada’ ... he who throws a piece of 


. he who puts a staff of 


iron between graves and says hada 
wood or iron under his head ... she who shouts at an oven not 
to let the bread fall, she who puts chips into the handle of a 
pot that it should not boil over ... she who puts eggs and 
grass into the wall and covers them over the plaster and 
counts seven and one ... she who sets out a brood of chicks 
in a sieve, or puts pieces of iron among a brood of chicks ... 
he who says dagan qardan ... he who says dani dano.... He 
who says "Healing" .. these are ways of the Amorites. 
(Tosefta Shabbat 6-7) 


On the other hand, the Tosefta uses the category ways of the 
Amorites to condone acts that seem to be part of it but are not 
(Shabbat 7; Shevi'it 1:10). Discussions of the ritual practices that 
fall within or beyond the definition of ways of the Amorites in 
tannaitic and amoraic sources, as well as the very choice of the 
term, denote their identification with Gentiles. This conception 
fits in well with the trend pointed out by many scholars in recent 
decades whereby sorcery is the ritual performed by the "other" to 
achieve power.? Labeling ritual practices as ways of the Amor- 
ited 


because they are foreign, reflects a rabbinic attempt to eradicate 


ites, then, thereby seemingly suggesting that they are prohi 


performative foreign cults in favor of the canonic Jewish worship 
of the kind they themselves had fashioned, which is also a power 
tool, At the same time, the rabbis endeavored to put a Jewish 
garb on and symbolically refashion practices they had apparently 
been unable to uproot.5! The trouble is that none of the discus- 
sions on the ways of the Amorites offer any systematic model for 


determining the types of action in this category and use this 


category only as a label to designate certain acts.22 Hence, rather 
than pointing to the defined shared essence of specific practices, 
the label “ways of the Amorites” attests to the rabbis’ hostile atti- 
tude toward the ritual power of the “others” and to the rhetorical 
halakhic means they resorted to in order to delegitimize it. 

In this light, a sweeping ruling by Abaye and Rava that ex- 
cludes from the list of the forbidden anything useful to medicine 
is particularly remarkable: “Anything that can be used as a rem- 
edy is not deemed ways of the Amorite” (TB Shabbat 67a). This 
empirical pragmatic approach, reflected also in the ruling that 
permits carrying an “expert amulet” on the Sabbath, was not 
generally accepted. R. Aqiva, for instance, was in principle op- 
posed to the use of incantations for medical purposes and stated 
that one who recites incantations for an illness and says, "I will 
put none of these diseases upon you, which I have brought upon 
Egypt, for | am the Lord that heals you" (Exodus 15:26), has no 
place in the world to come.53 R. Joshua b. Levi ruled, “It is for- 
bidden to heal oneself with words of Torah” altogether (TB She- 
vu'ot 15b), whereas R. Yohanan restricted the prohibition to 
cases where the reading of the verses is attached to spitting, “for 
the Name of Heaven is not to be mentioned in connection with 
spitting” (TB Shevu'ot 15b).54 

Another kind of limitation to the medical use of incantations 
was set by В. Ishmael and R. Joshua b. Levi, who chose to have 
their loved ones die rather than heal them in the name of Jesus. 
We are told in the Tosefta about R. Ishmael (close to a broad and 
detailed objection to contact with heretics, which ends with the 
admonition, “You shall seek neither financial nor medical assis- 


tance from them”). 


R. Elazar b. Damah was bitten by a snake. Jacob of Kefar Sama 
came to heal him in the name of Jesus b. Pandera and R. Ish- 
mael did not allow him. He said to him: "You are not allowed 
[to accept healing from him], Ben Damah." He [R. Elazar] said 
to him: “I shall bring you proof [that he may] heal me," but he 
had no time to bring such proof before he died. Said R. Ish- 
mael: "Happy are you Ben Damah for you have left [the world] 
in peace and without breaking down the hedge erected by the 
rabbis. For whoever breaks down the hedge erected by the 
rabbis, calamity befalls him, as it is said, ‘whoever breaks 


through a hedge, a snake shall bite him 
(Tosefta Hullin 2:22)55 


(Ecclesiastes 10:8). 


About R. Joshua b. Levi, we read: 


R. Joshua b. Levi ... his grandson choked. Someone came and 
whispered his (Jesus b. Pandera's)5* name and he recovered. 
[When the man came out] he [R. Joshua b. Levi] said to him: 
"What did you say over him?" Said he: "Such and such a 
It would have been better if he had died and 


not thus [i.e., if he had not been healed іп the name of Jesus]." 
And it was for him [the grandson] so [that he died, since R. 
Joshua's words were as a] mistake from the mouth of a ruler 
[that, although it is a mistake, it is carried out]. (PT Shabbat 
14:4 [= Avodah Zarah 2:2]) 


These stories, even if they express an ideological struggle with 
Christian culture in general, express above all the rabbis' fears 
that agents of its ritual power will penetrate Jewish society. The 


gap between the views conveyed by Abaye and Rava and those of 


R. Ishmael and R. Joshua b. Levi, beyond their different geo- 
graphic-his-torical realities, reflects the gap between the rabbis’ 
tolerance of foreign practices on the one hand and of alien power 
agents on the other. As | will show, in all that concerns such 
agents the rabbis adopted a resolutely hostile and uncompro- 


mising view. 


Rabbis, Women, and Heretic Sorcerers 
The rabbis, who are the creators and protagonists of rabbinic 
literature, are often portrayed in it as agents of ritual power. 
Unsurprisingly, in their literature it is the rabbis and not others 
who are the worthy and legitimate agents of this power. The 
source of this power is attributed to a holy way of life and to con- 
stant ritual contact with God, to the point of identification with 
him through the internalization of his word—the Torah.57 

The rabbis’ supernatural power is manifest in stories about 
their power to curse and send a snake whose bite is incurable, to 
cause rain or direct it as they wish,38 to fill a field with gourds 
and collect them by means of speech (TB Sanhedrin 68a), to fill a 
valley with golden dinars (Midrash on Psalms 92:8; Exodus Rabbah 
52:3), to control the sea (PT Sanhedrin 7:11), to kill a snake 
through their mere contact with it (TB Berakhot 33a), to move a 
tree, to shift the flow of water by a cubit, to bring down walls and 
halt their fall (TB Bava Metsia 59b), to raise corpses from the 
earth (PT Shevi 
vive the dead (TB Megillah 7b), to divine and contend with 


demons, to overcome witches and sorcerers, and so forth. The 


9л), to kill with words or with a stare, to re- 


apex of this trend is in the attribution to the rabbis of the capac- 
ity to create. Earlier we encountered R. Joshua's statement about 


his power to create real ram and deer that can reproduce and the 


clearly not only theoretical knowledge for the sake of identifying 
opponents who possess ritual power and denouncing them as 
sorcerers but actual magic powers that would enable members 
of the Sanhedrin to overcome charms meant to pervert justice. 
This knowledge, beside the immanent power of their holiness 
and at times even trickery for its own sake, often helped the rab- 
bis in their struggles against heretics, sorcerers, and witches. 
Several sources, particularly the Babylonian Talmud, point to 
a general approach that links sorcery to women and vice versa. 
This is a later development of a trend succinctly and clearly con- 
veyed in Hillel's statement in M. Avot (2:7), “The more women, 
the more witchcraft.” Linking sorcery to lewdness and both sor- 
cery and lewdness to the destruction of the world (M. Sotah 9:13) 
substantiates sorcery as the spiritual parallel and complement of 
female physical licentiousness.5^ This trend assumes various ex- 
pressions, but all share a consistent, deep-rooted approach that 


even extends to influence over halakhic decisions. The following 
are several examples. In the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Shimon b. Yohai, 

sorcery is linked to women: "And why are [these deeds] called ke- 
shafim (sorceries)? Because of nashim (women). For most sor- 
5 Other traditions tie women to sor- 


ceries are among wome 


cery. In a discussion on the biblical command “You shall not 
suffer a witch (mekhashefah) to live” (Exodus 22:17), we find 
“Our Rabbis taught, A witch—this applies to both a man and a 
woman. If so, why does it say witch? Because it is mostly women 
who deal in witchcraft” (TB Sanhedrin 67a). R. Shimon b. Yohai 

formulates this idea in more extreme terms: “Even the most 
pious of women is a ѕогсегеѕ."66 In a discussion on whether to 


bless a fragrance of unknown source, R. Yosi says, “Even if a 


majority [around] are Jews, he does not recite a blessing, because 
daughters of Israel use incense for witchcraft” (TB Berakhot 53a). 
R. Yohanan stated in the name of R. Shimon b. Yobai, "In re- 
cent generations, when the daughters of Israel have indulged in 
witchcraft,” one should no longer touch food found on the way 
(lest it is a magic bait; TB Eruvin 64b). The talmudic version of 
Ben-Sira's claim (Sirach 42:11) ties sorcery specifically to old 
women: “A daughter is a vain treasure to her father who, fearful 
for her, will not sleep at night—as a child lest she be seduced, as 
a young girl lest she engage in forbidden relations, as a grownup 
lest she not marry, if she marries lest she bear no children, if she 
grows old lest she engage in witchcraft."9 Other general discus- 
sions of women as witches or as dabbling in sorcery deepen the 
suspicion of sorcery in every woman.5* 

Completing the picture are stories of female sorcery in which 
women function as personae who participate in the concrete and 
familiar reality. At the same time, however, these personae, al- 
most invariably anonymous, represent any woman and the entire 
female collective. Such, for instance, are the daughters of R. 
Nahman, who would stir the pot with their hands by means of 
sorcery (TB Gittin 45a); the matron who tied the boat of R. 
Hisda and Rabbah bar Rav Huna with incantations because they 
had refused to take her with them (TB Shabbat 81b); the woman 
who tried to take dust from under R. Hanina's feet in order to 
hurt him with it through magic (TB Sanhedrin 67b); the women 
who cursed Rabbah and Rabbah bar Rav Huna in anger (on two 
separate occasions) because they had refused to accede to their 
wishes (TB Bava Bathra 153a; TB Gittin 35a); and the woman who 
sought to harm with sorcery the husband who had divorced her 


when he came to drink at the shop of her new husband (TB Pe- 
sahim nob). 

The story about the witch who prevented a Jew in Rome from 
fathering children (to be discussed later) also fits into this trend, 
and so does the story about the innkeeper who tried to cast a 


spell on Yanai and about her friend who broke Yanai's spell. 


Yanai came to an inn. He said to them: “Give me water to 
drink.” They brought him shatita’ [a kind of porridge]. He saw 
that her [the innkeeper's] lips were moving. He spilled some 
of it [the shatita], which turned into scorpions, He said to 
them: “I have drunk of yours, you too drink of mine.” He gave 
her to drink and she turned into an ass. He rode on her to the 
market. Her friend came and broke the spell. He was seen rid- 


ing a woman in the market. (TB Sanhedrin 67Ь)79 


In practice, almost all talmudic traditions concerned with ac- 
tual performance of sorcery (kishuf, keshafim) ascribe this activity 
to women. Nevertheless, it seems we must adopt the distinction 
between the activity of sorcery and the accusation of sorcery and 
examine these traditions as the expression of a social reality in 
which an accusation of sorcery carried sociopolitical signif- 
icance, According to this approach, we need not see the rabbinic 
stories about the magical power of women as expressing a reality 
in which sorcery was a distinctly female realm of action but 
rather as another reality, where men in general and rabbis in par- 
ticular attempted to cope with the threatening power of the fe- 
male gender by symbolizing it as a supernatural-mystical power 
and labeling it as illegitimate—magic. The concept of witch 


(mekhashefah), identified in the Babylonian Talmud with 


femininity in general and potentially with every single woman, 
rather than denoting women's ritual behavior, reflects anxiety 
about their power as the “other” in the masculine society piv- 
oting around rabbis and an effort to push this power outside the 
proper social order" 

The most prominent expressions of this anxiety are traditions 
that identify sorcery with women who are less subject to male 
control (older women, innkeepers, women in the market? and 
possibly widows?) and traditions that touch on the struggle 
against organized sorceresses, who also remain in the public 
space unsupervised. The intensity of the anxiety about organized 
female sorcery underlies the fact that mentions of it are part of 
stories about overcoming it or of instructions on how to do this. 
The language of the following passage, which illustrates this fea- 
ture, illustrates the way in which troubled male thought seeks to 
contend with a female threat. 


When two women sit at a crossroads, one on one side of the 
road and one on the other facing each other, they are surely 
engaged in witchcraft. What is the remedy [for one who wish- 
es to pass]? If there is another road, he should take it. And if 
there is no other road—if another man is with him, let them 
hold hands and pass through [in front of the women]. If there 
is no other man, he should say, "Agrat Azlat Asya Веіиѕіа?4 
[the names of the demons through whom the women oper- 


ate?] are killed with arrows." (TB Pesahim 111a)75 


A higher degree of organization (and danger) lurks in the 
words of Ameimar about the “chief of the sorceresses.” The 


credibility of the antisorcery knowledge and the level of 


assertiveness implied in its mention are also accordingly greater, 
because Ameimar learned from the chief of sorceresses herself 


how to defeat them. And he says so to his audience. 


The chief of the sorceresses told me: “He who meets them, 
the women sorceresses, should say, ‘Hot dung in perforated 
[or despicable]/5 baskets for your mouths, ye witches! Karah 
karheikhi, your crumbs be carried [in the wind] your spices 
be scattered, the wind carry off the new saffron [plant] that 
sorceresses hold! As long as God showed his grace to me and 
to you, | did not come among you; now that | have come 
among you, may He show his grace to me and to you."78 (TB 
Pesahim 110a-b) 


The broadest and best known tradition in this context is the 
story about the struggle of R. Shimon b. Shetah against eighty 
sorceresses in a cave in Ashkelon that ends with their crucifixion, 
all on the same day. It begins with the story of a holy man 
(hasid) who hears about R. Shimon b. Shetah's vow that, if 
made patriarch, he will kill off all the witches but then, after being 
made a patriarch, “he did not kill them; and lo, there are eighty 
witches in a cave in Ashkelon, destroying the world.” The man is 
sent to warn the patriarch, who acknowledges the critique hurled 
at him. 


Forthwith Shimon b. Shetah stood up on a stormy day and 

took with him eighty young men. He gave them eighty clean 
cloaks and they put them in eighty new pots, which they 
turned over. He said to them: “When | whistle?? once, put on 


your garments. When | whistle a second time, all of you come 


in at once. And as you come in, each one of you will lift up 
one of them and hold her off the ground, for if you hold a 
charmer (mekhashef ) off the ground he is incapable of doing 
anything.” He went and stood at the mouth of the cave and 
said: “Oyim, 'oyim! Open up for me. | am one of yours." 
They said to him: *How did you come here on such a day? 

He replied: “I walked between the raindrops.” They said to 
him: “And what did you come to do here?” He said: “To learn 
and to teach; let each one come and do what he knows.” And 
so it was. One said what she said and brought bread [by 
means of an incantation]?! One said what she said and 
brought meat. [Yet another] said what she said and brought 
cooked food, [And one] said what she said and brought wine. 
They said to him: “And what can you do?" He said to them: “I 
can whistle twice and bring to you eighty young men. They 
will have pleasure with you and give pleasure to you.” They 
said to him: “Yes, we want.” He whistled once and the [men 
outside] put on their clothes. He whistled a second time and 
they all came in at once. He said: “Let each one of you pick a 
partner.” They loaded them [on their backs], and they went, 
and they crucified them. (PT Hagigah 2:2)52 


The gist of this story is a description of the struggle between two 
opposing camps. On one side are men, wisdom, cunning, 
knowledge, physical power, and on the other are women, licen- 
tiousness, sorcery, supernatural power. R. Shimon b. Shetah 

overcomes the witches by what seems to them (following his 
equivocal declaration that he had come to learn and to teach) to 
be complicity in sorcery but is merely male cunning and might 


defeating the power of female sorcery. His ruse exploits two 


essential components of female sorcery or, more precisely, its 
widespread image, which the story exposes: (1) their licen- 
tiousness, expressed in their gathering together in a cave, for the 
purpose of the sorcery that they choose to display before him 
(bringing food and drink for the celebration), and in their lust for 
the men that he brings with him to their cave; and (2) the earthy 
subterranean source of their magical power (obviously the re- 
verse of the celestial source of the rabbis’ power and wisdom). 
Important information is hidden here; the physical detachment 
of the witches from the ground annuls their power. The struggle 
against organized female sorcery, removed from (male) culture, 
enclosed within the space of the earth (with all the erotic impli- 
cation intimated by this space), and drawing from it its magical- 
licentious power, demands more than an incantation. For this 
purpose, what is required is male cooperation, discipline, and 
force. The physical might of a disciplined unit of men led by a 
wise patriarch overcomes, as expected and in a promising and 
consoling fashion, the magical unruly and licentious might of the 
women in the cave and eliminates it. The sharp ending of the 
story, horrifying in its single-mindedness—"they loaded them, 


and they went, and they crucified ther 


highlights the military 
character of the action and also emphasizes the triviality of any- 
thing that is beyond the actual ploy of overcoming the power of 
female sorcery. As opposed to the struggle itself, described 
colorfully and in great detail, their crucifixion is a trivial matter, a 
technical act of lifting, carrying, and killing. 

An additional important aspect in the stories of the struggle 
between rabbis and sorcerers is the power advantage of the Jew- 


ish holy sage over the foreign sorcerer or witch. Besides the 


trend to play down foreign sorcery to the level of mere trickery, 
two struggle stories deserve special note. These stories appear 
next to one another in the Palestinian Talmud and feature R. 
Joshua and R. Eliezer, together with Rabban Gamaliel (in one) 
and R. Aqiva (in the other). In the two stories, which are cited in 
what follows, the plot traces the struggle between R. Joshua and 
a foreign sorcerer or witch who has brought harm to Jews (the 
rabbis themselves or their host). In both stories R. Eliezer turns 
to R. Joshua and asks him to solve the crisis, in a request whose 
phrasing attests to recognition of R. Joshua's power and his trust 
in it.23 The plots of the two stories are guided by an implicit prin- 
ciple whereby the rabbi cannot cancel with his own sorcery the 
malefic witchcraft that has already been cast, and the struggle is 
taken beyond the specific spell to the unconditional surrender of 
the “other” sorcerer (woman or heretic).54 

This principle is not fundamental to the stories of the rabbis’ 
struggle against foreign magic and, in at least two other cases, a 
different picture is presented. In one, R. Joshua intervenes di- 
rectly to annul the harmful sorcery that heretics cast on his 
nephew: “Hanina, the son of R. Joshua's brother, went to Caper- 
naum and the heretics cast a word on himêS and brought him [to 
the village] riding an ass on the Sabbath. He went to Joshua his 
uncle and he [R. Joshua] anointed him with oil and he recovered” 
(Ecclesiastes Rabbah 1:4, on Ecclesiastes 1:8). The other case is 
that of R. Hisda and Rabbah bar Rav Huna, who refuses to take 
a certain matron with them in their boat and try to sail without 
her: "She uttered a word—and bound the boat; they uttered a 
word—and freed it."5$ We do not exactly know what dispelled the 


sorcery in the first case. Most likely, R. Joshua said whatever he 


bathhouse of Tiberias. A min [heretic] saw them. He said what 
he said and they were caught in the dome [of the bathhouse]. 
Said R. Eliezer to R. Joshua: "Now Joshua b. Hanina, see what 
you [can] do.” When that min went out, R. Joshua said what he 
said and the doorway held him [the min], so that whoever 
went in would give him a punch and whoever went out would 
give him a push. He said to them: “Undo what you have 
done.” They said to him: “Release us, and we shall release 
you.” They released one another. Once they came out, R. 
Joshua said to that min: “Is that [all] you know?" Said he [the 
min]: “Let's go down to the sea." When they got down to the 
sea, that min said what he said and the sea split open. He said 
to them: "Is this not what Moses, your rabbi, did at the sea?" 
They said to him: “Will you not concede to us that Moses, our 
rabbi, walked through it?" He said to them: "Yes." They said 
to him: "[Then] you walk through it." He walked through it. В. 
Joshua issued a decree to the Prince of the Sea, who swal- 


lowed him up. (PT Sanhedrin 7:11) 


The story opens with a hurtful prank: A heretic wizard arbitrarily 
provokes the rabbis and imprisons them under the dome of the 
bathhouse. While they are sitting there, confined to their places, 
R. Eliezer turns to R. Joshua with the same phrase found in the 
previous story and asks him, as one who is well aware of his 
powers, "Now Joshua b. Hanina, see what you can do." Here, 

too, R. Joshua tries to release the spell but adopts a different tac- 
tic, intended to force the sorcerer to do so himself. He waits for 
an appropriate moment, and then, in a perfect parallel to the wiz- 
ard's act, "said what he said,” and relying on a magic incantation, 


he affixes the heretic to the doorway. In their spells, then, both 


act in exactly the same way and the results of their actions also 
appear to be identical, but the rabbis’ advantage is obvious— 
they are imprisoned under the dome without any damage, where- 
as the heretic, who is caught in the doorway, is hit by every per- 
son going in or out. We learn that he cannot release R. Joshua's 
spell either, and therefore he blinks first and asks to be set free. 
R. Joshua's tactic, supported by the power of his charms, proves 
successful, and the parties release one another. 

The second part opens with an opposite provocation. This 
time it is R. Joshua who provokes and belittles the heretic. The 
heretic falls into the trap and takes the rabbis to the sea to dis- 
play his power. Like Moses, he splits the sea before them in a 
rather peerless spectacle and even dares them to walk on the dry 
land. The rabbis had indeed been waiting for this and, with the 
help of the Prince of the Sea, who again obeys R. Joshua's order, 
they get rid of the heretic and, with him, the threatening power of 
heresy. Incantation, order, and cunning are thus bound together 
in this story to ensure the destruction of one who had dared and 
even dangerously succeeded in imitating Moses's power, by 
those who viewed themselves as the sole legitimate heirs of the 
master prophet in both knowledge and deed. 


the one called Ketev Meriri, regarding whom we are explicitly 
told, 


Ketev Meriri is covered with scales, hairy all over, and full of 
eyes... He has one eye set in his heart, and anyone who sees 
him can never survive, whether it be man or beast. Anyone 


who sees him drops down dead. (Numbers Rabbah 12:3)35 


As for the angel of death, the significant tradition in the present 
context is the one stating, “They said about the angel of death 
that he is all full of eyes" (TB Avodah Zarah 20b). Given tradi- 
tions that assign him harmful involvement in the Sinai 
epiphany,2%6 the angel of death's eye is most probably the one 
mentioned in the following tradition about the breaking of the 
tablets of the Law. 


R. Joshua of Sikhnin, in the name of R. Levi, said: To what 
may the matter be compared? To a king who betrothed his 
daughter in a large ceremony that was ruled by the evil eye. 
When the king came to give away his daughter in marriage, 
what did he do? He gave her an amulet and said to her: “Keep 
this amulet upon you so that the evil eye may have no power 
over you any longer.” The Holy One, blessed be He, did the 
same when He came to give the Torah to Israel. He arranged 
it [the betrothal with the people in Sinai] in a large public dis- 
play, as is written: “And all the people perceived the thun- 
derings" (Exodus 20:15). But this had been only a betrothal, 
as is written: “Go to the people and sanctify them today and 
tomorrow” (Exodus 19:10). An evil eye affected them and the 
tablets of the Law were broken, as it is said: “And [he] broke 


them at the foot of the mountain” (Exodus 32:19). He [the 
Holy One, blessed be He] did not do so [the next time and 
was careful at the marriage]. Once they went and built the 
Tabernacle, the Holy One, blessed be He, gave them the 
blessings first so that no evil eye might affect them. Hence, it 
is written first: “The Lord bless thee, and keep thee” (Num- 
bers 6:24)—from the evil eye. And then, “And it came to pass 
on the day ..." (Numbers 7:1). (Numbers Rabbah 12:4) 


Apparently, this is also the eye from which Abraham delivered 
his son Isaac after binding him: “ ‘So Abraham returned unto his 
young men’ (Genesis 22:19)—And where was Isaac? R. Jose b. К. 
Ħanina said, ‘He sent him away in the night, for fear of the eye: 
"97 |t is in this context, apparently, that one should also under- 
stand the provocative statement "an arrow in the eye of Satan,” 
which is ascribed to several rabbis in the Babylonian Talmud.28 
The harm of the evil eye could be evident in any act or 
artifact.9? Hence, “Blessing is only found in matters hidden from 
the eye, 


given that then “the eye has no control over it” (TB 
Ta'anit 8b).100 Most traditions still 


identify the evil eye with sick- 
ness and death, as evident also in amulets and magic bowls.101 
Rav attributed to it ninety-nine out of every hundred deaths. 


"And the Lord will take away from thee all sickness" 
(Deuteronomy 7:15). Said Rav: “This is the [evil] eye.” This is 
in accordance with his opinion, for Rav went to a cemetery, 
did what he did. He said: “Ninety-nine [have died] because of 
an evil eye, and one because of natural causes.” (TB Bava 
Metsia 107b)102 


And although in the Palestinian Talmud rabbis remark, “Rav 
rules according to his view ... because Rav lived over there [in 
Babylonia, a place where] the evil eye [is found]" (PT Shabbat 
14:3), Palestinian traditions attest that in Palestine too, beliefs in 
the destructive power of the eye were widespread. 

As in the case of demons, the harm caused by the evil eye is 
described mostly in terms of penetration, possession, and con- 
trol of a person. The evil eye could affect an individual (e.g., “It 
happened to R. Aqiva, who was possessed by the evil eye"; PT 
Shabbat 14:3) or many people (e.g., "It happened that twenty-four 
people appointed by the House of Rabbi gathered at Lydda to 
intercalate the year, and an evil eye entered them and they all 
died at the same time"; PT Sanhedrin 1:2).103 Hence the rabbis 
state, “A person should be on his guard against an evil eye” (TB 
Bava Bathra 118a), and even recommend refraining from awak- 
ening it in the first place.?% According to the story, Abraham and 
Jacob did indeed act in this spirit to protect their children 
(Genesis Rabbah 56:11, 91:6), and it is also in this spirit that 
Joshua told the children of Joseph who had boasted about them- 
selves, “Go and hide yourselves in the forests so that no evil eye 
may have power over you" (TB Bava Bathra 118а). 

The rabbis’ question to R. Yohanan, who displayed his beau- 
ty to the women coming up from the ritual bathing house, “Is the 
Master not afraid of the evil eye?"105 exposes a stance heard also 
elsewhere, stating it is better to downplay what might evoke envy 
and hide it, both actually and symbolically. The other side of the 
desire to prevent envy and the accompanying evil eye is apparent 
in the recommendation of R. Judah to Rabin b. Rav Nahman not 


to buy a field that is close to the city and the accompanying 


explanation, which relies on Rav's statement: "One is forbidden 
to stand over the field of one's neighbor at the time its crop is 
standing [.e., when its crop is at its height]" (TB Bava Metsia 
1о7а).1% Finally, for one who fears the potential harmful power 
of one's own eye, the rabbis suggest looking “at the side of his 
left nostril,” thereby preventing the evil power from entering the 
other person.1°7 

All were exposed to the harm of the evil eye, except for the 
seed of Joseph, who, like their ancestor, were protected from 
1.108 Protective measures were therefore vital. The rabbis men- 
tion in this context the use of amulets!?? and protective magical 
actions, such as creating a circle with one's arms and reciting, “I, 
NN, am of the seed of Joseph over which the evil eye has no 
power" (TB Berakhot 55b). If one was nevertheless harmed and 
required healing, the rabbis allowed it even on the Sabbath: "One 
may recite [an incantation] in case of an [evil] eye or a snake or a 
scorpion and may remove the eye on the Sabbath, but one may 
not recite [an incantation] in case of demons" (Tosefta Shabbat 
7:23)? A distinction was thus drawn between an evil eye sick- 
ness and a demonic sickness. Apparently, then, at least in circles 
where this distinction was formulated, the evil eye was not per- 
ceived as part of the demonic inventory but rather as an ac- 
companiment to it. 


Demons and Evil Spirits 

Demons (shedim), harmful entities (тагідіт), and evil spirits 
(ruhot ra'ot) played an important role in the Jewish cosmology 

of late antiquity.™ Yet, contrary to the other supernatural beings 
included in it—God, the angels, and the dead—their place was 


on earth beside human beings. Knowledge about them, 


concentrated mainly in the Babylonian Talmud, was transmitted 
by the rabbis in three main modes of discourse: general remarks 
about them, instructions on how to protect oneself from them, 
and stories about them. The survey presented in this section is 
organized according to this order. 

The rabbis offered several answers to the question of the ori- 
gin of demons in the world. One answer was that God created 
them on the eve of the Sabbath at sunset (M. Avot 5:6). Another 
answer is intimated in fragments of tradition that, when put to- 
gether, state that demons originated from a hybrid mating be- 
tween Adam and a female demon—“the first Eve” created for 
Adam before Eve, "the mother of all life,” and then abandoned. 
The more prominent story among these traditions is that in the 
Babylonian Talmud: “In all the years that Adam was under the 
ban, he begot spirits, and demons, and liliths” (TB Eruvin 18b). 
This tradition could possibly be tied to two Palestinian traditions 
that mention "the First Eve,” who was “full of discharge and 
blood and separated from him [Adam]" (Genesis Rabbah 17:7, 
22:7) 12 A third tradition, echoing the one concerning the origin 
of demons in the Apocrypha, states that all the dead will arise at 
the resurrection of the dead “except the generation of the 
Flood... All their souls become spirits and injure the children of 
Israel.” (Pirke de-R. Eliezer 33) Yet a fourth tradition sees 
‘A 


male hyena after seven years turns into a bat, a bat after seven 


demons as the last link in a chain of natural metamorphoses: 


years turns into a vampire, a vampire after seven years turns into 
а prickle, a prickle after seven years turns into a thorn, a thorn 
after seven years turns into a demon” (TB Bava Катта 16а). 114 


Demons were perceived by rabbis as creatures between a 


human being and an angel. 


Six things are said concerning demons—three [claim they are] 
like the ministering angels, and three [claim they are] like 
human beings. Three like the ministering angels: they have 
wings like the ministering angels, and they fly from one end of 
the world to the other like the ministering angels; and they 
know what will happen like the ministering angels... And 
three like human beings: they eat and drink like human be- 
ings, they propagate like human beings, and they die like 
human beings. (TB Hagigah 1ба)!!5 


The rabbis held that there were far more demons than human be- 
ings and, were they not hidden from sight, their very appearance 


would be overpowering. 


Abba Benjamin says: “If the eye were allowed to see them, no 
creature could confront the demons."116 Abaye said: “They are 
more than we are and they surround us like mounds of earth 
around a pit.” R. Huna said: “Every single one among us has a 
thousand of them on his left and ten thousand on his right.” 
(TB Berakhot 6a) 


The demons’ presence is evident in failures, disaster, sickness, 
and death, and even in day-to-day reality: "Overcrowding in the 
Kallah assemblies—from them. Fatigue—from them. The wear- 
ing out of scholars’ clothes—from them. Bruised feet—from 
them" (TB Berakhot 6a). 

Although the demons were by nature hidden, they could be 


seen, but this could be dangerous. 


Whoever wishes to see them, let him bring the afterbirth of a 
black female cat who is the offspring of a black female cat, the 
firstborn of a firstborn, let him roast it in fire and grind it to 
powder and let him fill his eye [with the ashes] and he will see 
them. Let him put [the remaining ashes] into an iron tube and 
shut it with an iron seal, lest they [the demons] should steal it 
[the ashes] from him. And let him close his mouth [while 
doing this], lest he come to harm. R. Bivi b. Abaye did so, saw 
[the demons], and came to harm. (TB Berakhot 6a) 


Their traces could also be tracked down: “Whoever wishes to 
find out about them should take sifted ashes and spread them 
around his bed and in the morning he will see [traces in the 
ashes] resembling a cock's legs” (TB Berakhot 6a). 

As for demons’ physical appearance, only scattered evidence 
is available.?7 Their feet resemble а cock's legs. They have no 
hair (Tanhuma, Bo 16); Lilith is winged, and her hair is 
disheveled.118 Ketev Meriri's “head is like a calf's, and one horn 
protrudes from its forehead ... he is covered with scales, hairy all 
over, and full of eyes ... and he has one eye set in his heart" 
(Numbers Rabbah 12:3). Demons can change their appearance 
and assume the shape of a man, a temptress, or a seven-headed 
топѕќег.119 They cast a shadow but have no "shadow of a 
shadow"? Usually, however, demons are hidden, “seeing but 
unseen,"!2! and they generally appear to one who is alone (then 
inflicting severe harm) or at most in a раіг.122 

The adjurations in magic bowls indicate that no time or place 
is immune from these harmful entities, and this is also the view 
that surfaces in rabbinic literature. As a rule, the night is the time 


of their domain, but they can also cause harm during the day.!23 


There are demons of shade and others, shabrirei yom (TB Gittin 
69a), for whom daylight is their time. Ketev Meriri was said to 
rule at midday, between the fourth and ninth hour of the day, but 
other traditions said that there were two kinds of Ketev, one ac- 
tive before noon and one after. Certain days and seasons аге 
particularly perilous. Agrat, daughter of Mahalat, and her le- 
gions are active on the eve of the Sabbath and on Wednesday 
evenings (TB Pesahim 112b). All of these harmful entities “are 
certainly common" from the first until the sixteenth of the month 
of Tamuz (TB Pesahim 111b), whereas Ketev Meriri is active from 
the seventeenth of Tamuz until the ninth of Ab.125 

Demons are not confined by space either. Some of them fly 
through the air and strike as an arrow (Numbers Rabbah 12:3), 
Whereas others are on the ground. The ground-based demons 
could be anywhere: in water sources, along byways, on the city's 
streets and alleyways, on the roof and in rooms of the house, on 
or under the bed, in food, in drinking water, and even in the 
crumbs on the floor.?26 Shady places were known to be espe- 
cially dangerous: the shadow of certain trees, particularly those 
with many branches or with hard thorns, the shadow of a boat, 
the shadow of a rooftop, the shadow of a squill smaller than a 
foot, morning and evening shadows smaller than a foot, and, 
above all, the shadow of the privy. Some rabbis avoided shadows 
altogether.)27 

Demons can even be found in the holiest of places and at the 
holiest of times. According to one tradition, they were present at 
Mount Sinai at the giving of the Torah. Another tradition sug- 
gests that even the house of study was not beyond their influ- 


ence. A third tradition, however, states that from the moment the 


Tabernacle was built and the Shekhinah dwelt on earth, “the 
harmful beings were annihilated from the world."12* 

Demons are mentioned in rabbinic literature as large and 
small, individuals and groups, male and female. They are divided 
into generic groups named according to their character and the 
time and place of their activity. Some of them are common, oth- 
ers honorable, and some even ride horses (TB Pesahim 112b- 
113a). Asmodeus is their king, but he is not mentioned as the 
leader of their activity in the world. Agrat, daughter of 
Mahalat, on the other hand, leads a "chariot" of harmful 
beings!3°—180,000 destructive angels, each one of whom "is al- 
lowed to wreak destruction independently" (TB Pesahim 112b). 
Ketev, who is mentioned by name, is perceived as especially dan- 
gerous. 

According to rabbinic traditions, the harmful entities operate 
individually or in groups. Often, they initiate attacks without any 
provocation, simply because that is their nature.!?! Occasionally, 
they attack in response to some human action: staying alone in 


demons' domain (beyond the city limits, in a privy, in a shadow) 
or at the time demons are active (e.g. at night), drinking water in 
which demons are found, or engaging in various other activities, 
such as drinking an even number of cups, relieving oneself, plac- 
ing one's head on the stump of a palm tree, or walking on a 
stump (TB Pesahim n10a-1nb). At times, demons wait for the 
right moment, when people perform acts that expose them to 


their harm. Then they pounce on their prey. 


R. Ishmael b. Elisha said: “Three things were told to me by 
Suriel, the Officer of the [Divine] Presence: Do not take your 


shirt from the hand of your attendant when dressing in the 


morning, and do not let water be poured over your hands by 
one who has not already had water poured over his hands, 
and do not return a cup of asparagus brew to anyone save the 
one who has given it to you because takaspit, and some say 
‘istlagnit [i.e., leaders] of destroying angels lie in wait for a 
man and say: “When will someone who has done one of these 


things come near me and be caught.” (TB Berakhot 51a) 


Similar to the detailed accounts found in magic antidemonic 
literature, rabbinic literature also describes the malicious harm 
of demons and evil spirits as entering and staying in a living 
body, bringing sickness and death. The exception to this rule is 
the story in PT Shabbat 1:3 about temptation into sin by an evil 
spirit, which emphasizes the moral aspect of demonic injury. 
Demonic possession may occur in human beings, animals, and 
even artifacts, and its destructive consequence could be conta- 
gious. Shmuel, who was one of the leading spokesmen on med- 
ical matters in the Babylonian Talmud, stated that most deaths 
were caused by a spirit.) He also attributed the behavior typical 
of a "mad dog" (sick with rabies, an illness, which, as is known, 
spreads death through the dog's bite) to the presence of an evil 
spirit—"the spirit of restlessness” (ruah tezazit)—in its body.135 
According to the same principle, the rabbis warned against con- 
suming food or drinks placed under the bed (“even when cov- 
ered with an iron vessel"), against drinking water left uncovered 
on Wednesday evening and on the eve of Sabbath, and against 
using a knife made from the bark of reeds for fear of infection 
with the evil spirit that dwells in them by inhaling it or even by 
contact with #138 


An attack initiated by demons also resulted in possession 


For simta [a skin disease], one should say thus: “Baz Bazya, 
Mas Masya, Kas Kasya, Sharlai, and Amarlai, these are the an- 
gels who were sent from the land of Sodom.” And to heal 
boils and ulcersjss [he should say]: “Bazakh, Bazikh, 
Bazbazikh, Masmasikh, Kamon, Kamikh, may your appear- 
ance [be confined] to you, your appearance [be confined] to 
you, your place [be confined] to you, your place [be confined] 
to you, your seed be [like that] of a qalut and [like that] of a 
mule that is not fruitful and does not propagate; so [you, the 
boil] may you not be fruitful nor propagate in the body of 
NN 
closed up; closed up were you, cursed, broken, and banned, 


. Against a demon, one should say thus: "You were 


Ben Tit, Ben Tame, Ben Heimar like Shemgez [or, possibly, in 
the name of Gez], Merigez, and Istemai." For a demon of the 
privy one should say thus: "On the scalp of a lion and on the 
snout of a lioness | found the demon Bar Shirika Panda, іп 
а bed of leeks; | knocked him down, and with the jawbone of 
an ass | hit him." (TB Shabbat 67)147 


In a discussion on the danger posed by pairs—drinking an even 
number of glasses was perceived as evoking the harm of 
demons and the rabbis therefore recommended avoiding this— 
another protection formula is quoted, followed by testimony 


about its effectiveness. 


R. Papa said, Joseph the demon told me: “For [drinking] two 
[cups] we kill, for four [cups] we do not kill. For four we cause 
harm. For two [we harm], whether [drunk] unwittingly or delib- 
erately. For four—[if drunk] deliberately, we do [harm, but if 
drunk unwittingly] we do not [harm]. And if one forgot [to be 


precise about the number of cups] and chanced upon [a place 
of danger], what is his remedy?148 Let him take his righthand 
thumb in his left hand and hold his left-hand [thumb] in his 
right hand and say: ‘You and | are three.’ And should he hear a 
voice [say]: ‘You and | are surely four,’ let him say [to the 
demon speaking]: ‘You and | are surely five? And should he 
hear [the voice] say: ‘You and 1 are surely six, let him say: ‘You 
and | are surely seven.” Once, it happened [that the man 
counted] until a hundred-and-one, and the demon burst. (TB 


Pesahim 110a) 


Artifacts are also mentioned as useful in treating harm caused 
by demons. Above all, amulets deserve particular attention (TB 
Pesahim 111b). In fact, the equating of illness with possession 
suggests that the entire discussion on healing amulets, in partic- 
ular amulets prepared by an expert (in which epilepsy is men- 
tioned), refers to an antidemonic practice even if this is not ex- 
plicitly noted. A seal and a chain with the letters of the Ineffable 
Name engraved on them are mentioned as means for controlling 
demons in the story about Solomon and Азтойеиѕ,149 whereas 
the story of R. Yosi of Tsitur and the demon of the well points to 
the belief in the power of iron to exorcise demons and perhaps 
even to kill them.150 

Beside these traditions, the rabbis’ use of the demon motif in 
their stories for their own social and didactic purposes also mer- 
its attention, In general, rabbinic demonological stories—stories 
about rabbis in which demons are secondary figures—deviate 
from the norm reflected in magical sources, the sole concern of 
which is the absolute separation of human beings and demons, 


which is attained through human protection rituals. Instead, 


these stories portray a variety of relationships between demons 
and human beings, based on an approach that includes the 
demons in the single ethical system that God established in the 
world, a system whose spokespersons and representatives are 
rabbis. Accordingly, demons are subject to the rabbis’ legal or 
charismatic ромег.151 

The rabbis’ advantage їп the protection against demons is evi- 
dent, above all, in a steady inner immunity that is based on 
Torah study. 


The Holy One, blessed be He, says: “I shall forge a weapon 
for all who trade in the truth of the Torah.” R. Shimon b. 
Yohai said: “The truth of the Torah is a weapon to its own- 
ers." В. Shimon b. Yohai said: "The Holy One, blessed be 
He, gave Israel a weapon at Sinai on which the Ineffable 
Name was written: ‘You shall not be afraid of the terror by 
night’ (Psalms 91:5)—of Agrat, daughter of Mabalat, and her 
chariot, nor of any of the demons who hold sway at night.” 
(Numbers Rabbah 12:3) 


As a result of this merit, the rabbis are exempt from the bedtime 
recitation of the Shema prayer (which, as noted, keeps the 
demons away): “R. Joshua b. Levi says: Though a man has re- 
cited the Shema' in the synagogue, it is a good deed to recite it 
again upon his bed... В. Nahman says: If he is a scholar, he 
need not do so" (TB Berakhot 4a-5a).152 

Further examples of the rabbis' advantage in all that is related 
to demons appear in various traditions, such as the one about 
Abaye's faculty to see Ketev Meriri when he approached a group 
of rabbis and to protect them from him (by placing R. Papa as a 


human shield between them and the demon), or the one that 
links knowledge of magic to Torah study and intimates that only 
a true scholar possesses the knowledge necessary for writing an 


amulet helpful in exorcising demons. 


A thicket of canes!53 that is near a town has no less than sixty 
demons. Why should it be noted? To write him [the one who 
has been harmed in the thicket] an amulet. [As in the case of] 
a certain town-officer who went and stood by a thicket of 
canes near the town. Sixty demons entered him and he was in 
danger. He went to a scholar who did not know that sixty 
demons had been in the thicket. He [the scholar] wrote him 
an amulet for one demon. He then heard them [the demons] 
holding a celebration within him and singing. “The man's tur- 
ban is like a scholar's, we examined him and found he does 
not know ‘Blessed art Thou’ " [i.e., although he looks like a 
scholar, he lacks the appropriate liturgical-normative knowl- 
edge showing that he is indeed onel]. A scholar came who 
knew that in the thicket are sixty demons and wrote him an 
amulet for sixty demons. He then heard them [the demons] 
saying: "Clear away your vessels from here" [leave]. (TB Pe- 
sahim 111b) 


The rabbis' advantage was not confined to protection from 
demons. Some succeeded in defeating them as well. R. Hanina 
b. Dosa and Abaye are mentioned as having set limits on Agrat, 
daughter of Mahalat, and her cohorts concerning the time (Sab- 
bath eve and Wednesday evenings) and place (byways on the 
edge of inhabited areas) of their demonic activities.154 Others ex- 


pressed their power in actual struggles with and even in harm to 


the demons. One tradition states that the rabbis’ prayer helped 
to heal R. Bivi b. Abaye, who had sought to see them (TB Be- 
rakhot 6a). Another links the miracle of rescue from a particularly 
violent demon, which had been staying in Abaye's house of 
study, to the merit and the prayer sword of R. Aha b. Jacob, who 
had come to study there and had been forced to sleep alone at 
the house of study. 


R. Jacob, son of R. Aha b. Jacob, was sent by his father to 
Abaye. When he [the son] returned, he [his father] saw that his 
learning was dull and said: “1 am better than you, you remain 
here and 1 will go." Abaye heard that he was coming. In 
Abaye's house of study was a demon and, when a pair would 
enter, even in the daytime, they would be injured. He [Abaye] 
told them: “Let no one allow him a place to sleep, perhaps a 
miracle will happen [through his merits)" He [R. Aha] en- 
tered and spent the night in that house of study. He [the 
demon] appeared to him in the guise of a seven-headed drag- 
on, and every time he [R. Aha] knelt [in prayer], one of its 
heads fell off. The next day he told them: “Had not a miracle 
occurred—you would have endangered me [my life].” (TB Kid- 
dushin 29Ь)155 


A third tradition reports on the summoning of a demon to trial 
and on Mar b. В. Ashi’s judgment against him, while “domesti- 
cating” the demon into the rabbinic normative and discursive 


framework. 


And Abaye said: “Initially, | used to say that one does not sit 


under a drainpipe because of the waste water, but my Master 


told me it is because demons are to be found [there].” Some 
carriers bearing a barrel of wine wanted to rest. They put it 
down under a drainpipe and it burst. They came to Mar b. В. 
Ashi, who took out trumpets and banned him [he demon 
who had caused this]. He [the demon] came before him. Said 
he [Mar b. R. Ashi]: “Why did you do this?” Said he [the 
demon]: “What could | do? They put it in my ear.” Said he 
[Mar]: "What were you doing in a public place? You are the 
one who changed [the agreed division of space between peo- 
ple and demons]; go pay [compensation to the carriers]. Said 
he [the demon]: "Let the master set a date and | will pay.” He 
set him a date. When it arrived, he [the demon] delayed [and 
did not come to pay]. When he [the demon] came, he [Mar] 
said: "Why did you not come on time?" Said he: “We have no 
right to take away anything that is tied up, sealed, and count- 
ed, and can only take something that has been abandoned.” 
(TB Hullin 105b)?58 


Finally, the network of relations between rabbis and demons 
expands to the point of cooperation between them. The tradi- 
tions about the information transmitted to the rabbis by Yosef 
Sheda (the demon) and Jonathan Sheda, cited in the talmudic 
discussion as though they had been words of the rabbis them- 
selves, are a limited expression of this trend (TB Pesahim 110a; 
TB Yevamoth 122a). More significant is the story mentioned ear- 
lier about the joint struggle of the pious R. Yosi of Tsitur (and 
the members of his village) and a friendly demon dwelling in the 
local well against an alien and violent demon who had tried to 
expel the friendly demon and take over the well. Another step in 


the same direction is the passing reference to “that demon in the 


house of R. Papa” that would assist him in various matters, in- 
cluding drawing water from the river (TB Hullin 105b). 

This trend culminates in the story about a rule that the demon 
Ben Temalion suggested to R. Shimon bar Yohai: He would 
enter the body of the emperor's daughter and allow the rabbi to 
exorcise him, so as to ensure the abolition of draconic measures 


that had been imposed on the Jews. 


The government once issued a decree that they should not 
keep the Sabbath or circumcise their children and that they 
should have intercourse with menstruating women... They 
said: “Who will go and annul the decrees? Let R. Shimon b. 
Yohai go for he is learned in miracles.” ... Ben Temalion 
came to meet him. "Do you wish me to come with you?" R. 
Shimon wept and said: “To my ancestor's handmaid [Hagar], 
an angel appeared three times, and to me not even once [but 
this demon instead]? Let the miracle come anyhow!" He [Ben 
Temalion] preceded him and entered the emperor's daughter. 
When he arrived there, he said: “Ben Temalion, come out! Ben 
Temalion, come out!” And since they called him, he came out 
and left. He [the emperor] said to them: “Ask for whatever you 
came to ask." They entered the treasure house to take [what- 
ever] they chose. They found that bill [of the decrees], took it, 
and tore it. (TB Me'ilah 17a-b) 


This is not historical reality, nor is it a parody of Christian 
exorcisms,!57 but hagiography—the use of miracle stories in the 
context of propaganda for the values that the saint represents. 
Against the technical performance of exorcising demons through 


incantations and amulets, the rabbis place their own ethical and 


religious model as an effective means of protection from 
demons and, moreover, for making use of them. The practice of 
adjurations is replaced by the normative course of piety and mir- 
acle. 

A service that the demon performs for his master is the high- 
est degree of surrender on his part. Accordingly, this is the high- 
est degree of human control over the demonic element in the 
world. Although the perception of Ben Temalion’s act as a mir- 
acle subjects it to God rather than to humans, it ties the service 
he performs in the world to those who merit miracles. In report- 
ing this, the rabbis extract the use of demons from the realm of 
magic, where professional magicians are the expert agents of 
ромег and tie it instead to the religious-moral virtue of those 
who find grace in the eyes of God. In this sense, Ben Temalion 
represents the apex of the complex relationship between rabbis 
and demons. The inclusion of the demon as a positive element 
in the system of divine providence is a conclusive sign of the 
trend that domesticates the demonic into the world of values 
sustained in the house of study, which characterizes the rabbinic 


demonological stories. 


DIVINATION 
Divination refers to a series of practices applied to the attain- 
ment of information through means other than standard forms 
of study. Accordingly, the knowledge that is acquired through 
divination is not standard but rather esoteric, accessible only 
through divination methods or agents.!59 Such methods and 
agents were widespread in antiquity in Mesopotamia and in the 
eastern Mediterranean as the foundation of a shared (and varie- 
gated) culture of divination, which played a significant role in the 
knowledge-power systems of the local cultures, including Jewish 
culture.169 Because of the advantage of the social power attached 
to knowledge in general and to hidden knowledge in particular, 
social establishments did not remain indifferent to divination 
agents. Like agents of occult power, agents of esoteric knowl- 
edge were also split between forbidden and allowed, and here 
too the split was more often based on social ascription than on 
actual деейѕ.161 

Underlying divination is a conception stating that everything 
that occurs in the world (past, present, and future), everywhere 
(in this world and beyond it), and in every dimension of reality 
(concrete or spiritual) is available to human consciousness as 
potential knowledge. In the Hellenistic world divination methods 
were classified into two main groups: inductive divination, based 
on signs and signals; and intuitive divination, based on special 
psychic ромегѕ.162 Rabbinic literature shows evidence of both. 
The first group includes a series of events that were interpreted 
as signs, astral signs, and dreams. The second group comprises 


the divination of those who, by their very nature, were agents of 


hidden knowledge—rabbis, children, and fools, as well as 


necromancers (ba‘al 'ov), those who consult the dead (doresh ‘el 
ha-metim), mediums (yide'on), and those seeking guidance 
from demons and angels. 

Even though the rabbis prohibited divination and warned 
against it—for instance, “Whoever engages in divination, it will 
eventually come upon him" (PT Shabbat 6:10)—they seldom 
succeeded in restricting it and certainly failed to eradicate it. The 
words of Ahavah b. R. Zera attest to the prevailing circumstances 
in this regard: “Whoever does not practice divination is brought 
within a barrier [i.e., in proximity to God] that even the minis- 
tering angels cannot go beyond" (TB Nedarim 32a).13 If such 
was the reward offered to those who did not practice divination, 


they must have certainly been exceptional.16 


Agents 

The Bible mentions several practices and agents of divination, in- 
cluding "qosem qesamim, me'onen, and menahesh, and 
mekhashef, and hover haver, and sho'el ‘ov, and yide'oni, and 
doresh ‘el ha-metim” (Deuteronomy 18:11).165 It rejects these, 
however, as “abominations of the Gentiles” in favor of the one 
legitimate pattern for acquiring hidden knowledge: prophecy, The 
rabbis also adopted this model. They saw in the biblical prophets 
(Moses in particular) the leading agents of the esoteric knowl- 
edge brought down to earth from God. Accordingly, they tied to 
the last prophets the cessation of divinely inspired ргорћесу.166 
Nevertheless, they too recognized a broad range of alternative 
means and agents of knowledge, both for spreading the word of 
God and for attaining necessary day-to-day information. Most 
agents (including their means of divination) were rejected by the 


rabbis as illegitimate for reasons that, as in the case of sorcery, 


at least one case we hear mention of a ritual jative that en- 
courages their appearance. After Elijah ceased to reveal himself 


to R. Joshua b. Levi 


“he [R. Joshua] fasted a number of times and 
he appeared to him" (PT Terumoth 8:11).174 In most stories, Eli- 
jah appears in (varying) human forms wherever the rabbis are, 
meeting them along the way or even staying with them as a rou- 
tine event. Mostly, he guides them in thought and action, as a 
way of revealing the divine will to them. At times, he reveals to 
them hidden knowledge concerning events in this world or be- 
yond and various other matters.175 

Rabbinic traditions about angelic revelations are closely linked 
to a key idea in the mystical and magic Jewish literature of antiq- 
uity. According to this idea, human contact with the angels yields 
knowledge that is highly valuable in this world. This matter is 
mentioned in the Babylonian Talmud in the description of 
Moses's ascent to Heaven to receive the Torah and his pre- 
ceding struggle with the angels. After he defeats them, the angels 
give Moses gifts/things/words (devarim), meaning names serv- 
ing to control them.176 In another version of this tradition, which 
greatly expands the description of Moses's voyage to the Heav- 
enly Throne, he encounters on his way “an angel, Gallizur, who 
stands and says: ‘This year wheat will thrive and wine will be 
cheap’ " (Pesikta Rabbati 20). This source of knowledge is also 
available to the rabbis. The tradition that ascribes to R. Yohanan 
b. Zakkai the study of the “conversation of the ministering 
angels"? attests to it in general terms. R. Yohanan b. Dahabai's 
statement about the angelic knowledge he possesses concerning 
the connection between sexual transgressions and birth defects 


in the children born from them (TB Nedarim 20) and R. Ishmael 


b. Elisha’s statement about the three warnings he received from 
“Suriel, the angel of the Presence" (TB Berakhot 51a) translate 
this idea into concrete information. Yet, judging by their liter- 
ature, rabbis seldom relied on angelic knowledge, perhaps in a 
deliberate reaction to the many traditions on knowledge in gen- 
eral and practices about the adjuration of angels for this purpose 
in particular, which were popular in contemporary mystical- 
magic сігсіеѕ 178 

Some of ће rabbis used more defined methods of divination. 
Shmuel “examined the book” (bibliomancy). R. Yohanan di- 
vined by relying on verses recited by children.!7? Hanina b. Dosa 
divined through prayer. 


They said about R. Hanina b. Dosa that when he used to pray 
for the sick, he would say: “This one lives and this one dies." 
They said to him: “How do you know?” He replied: “If my 
prayer comes out fluently, | know that he is accepted, and if 


not—l know that he is rejected." (M. Berakhot 5:5). 
The Talmud adds a story on the matter. 


Once the son of R. Gamaliel fell ill. He sent two scholars to R. 
Hanina b. Dosa to ask him to pray for him. When he [R. 
Hanina] saw them, he ascended to an upper chamber and 
prayed for him. When he came down, he said to them: "Go, 
his fever has left him." They said to him: "What, are you a 
prophet?" He replied: “I am neither a prophet nor the son of a 
prophet, but I have learned this from experience—if my prayer 
comes out fluently, | know that he is accepted, but if not—I 


know that he is rejected.” They sat down and made a note of 


the exact moment [of this event]. And when they came to R. 
Gamaliel, he said to them: “Astonishing! No less and no 
more, but that is exactly how it happened! At that very mo- 
ment his fever left him and he asked for water to drink.” (TB 
Berakhot 34b) 


Finally, some rabbis used a “sign” (siman), which they distin- 
guished both categorically and normatively from divination (I 
discuss this issue later in the “Practices” subsection). 

The two additional groups mentioned in the context of 
prophecy are fools and children: “R. Yohanan said: ‘From the 
day the Temple was destroyed, prophecy has been taken from 
the prophets and given to fools and children’ " (TB Bava Bathra 
12b). The juxtaposition of this statement to that of R. Avdimi of 
Haifa on the one hand and to the contiguous stories on the other 
(one about Mar b. R. Ashi who took steps to lead the academy of 
Mata Mehasia following the proclamation of a fool in the mar- 
ket and another about R. Hisda's daughter who naively predicted 
her dual marriage to Rami b. Hama and to Rabbah; TB Bava 
Bathra 12b) indicates that R. Yohanan's words should be under- 
stood literally. 

Children were perceived in the ancient world as particularly 
effective agents of divination.!39 The Talmud shows that they 
were used as living books, in a form of oral bibliomancy. Rabbis 
(and others) would listen to a random verse recited by a child or 
even ask him, "Tell me your verse" (referring to а scriptural verse 
that would come to the child's mind), and derive from it an an- 
swer to the question that concerned them. The brief story that 
follows is an instance of divination through verses heard from a 


child that was not asked and unwittingly mediated the 


information requested. 


R. Yohanan and R. Shimon b. Lakish wanted to go see 
Shmuel. They said: “We shall follow a bat-qol:" They passed 
by a house of study. They heard a child's voice: "Now Shmuel 
died" (1 Samuel 28:3) and noted [the date? to themselves]. 
And so it was for him [for Shmuel]. (PT Shabbat 6:10) 


The well-known story about Aher (literally, the Other, the by- 
name attached to R. Elisha b. Avuya) makes impressive use of 
the power attached to the deliberate divination practice of "tell 
me your verse" (pesoq li pesugkha) through a wordplay on the 
double meaning of the Hebrew root psq: "to tell a verse" and also 
“to determine" (the truth by means of a verse). 


Once Aber was riding on a horse on the Sabbath, and R. 

Meir was walking behind him to learn Torah from him. He [El- 
isha] said: “Meir, turn back, for | have already measured by 
the paces of my horse that we have reached the Sabbath 
limit" Said he [R. Meir]: “You, too, turn back." Said he [El- 
isha]: “Have | not already told you that | have already heard 
[that it was said] behind the curtain, ‘Return you backsliding 
children except for Aher?’ " He [R. Meir] overwhelmed him 

and drew him into a schoolhouse. He said to a child [who was 
there]: “Tell me your verse!" He [the child] said: “There is no 
peace, says the Lord, for the wicked" (Isaiah 48:22). He took 
him to another schoolhouse. He said to a child: “Tell me your 
verse.” He said: "For though you wash yourself with lye, and 
take much soap, yet the stain of your iniquity is before me, 


says the Lord God" (Jeremiah 2:22). He took him to yet 


another schoolhouse. He said to a child: “Tell me your verse!” 
He said: “And you, O ruined one, what will you do? Though 
you clothe yourself with crimson, though you deck yourself 
with ornaments of gold, though you enlarge your eyes with 


paint, in vain shall you make yourself fai 


" (Jeremiah 4:30). 
He took him to yet another schoolhouse until he had taken 
him to thirteen schools. [All the children] told him such 
things. To the last one he said: "Tell me your verse!" He said: 
"But to the wicked man (ve-larasha') God said, What have you 
to do to declare my statutes ...” (Psalms 50:16). That child 
was a stutterer, so it sounded as though he had said: "But to 
Elisha (ve-leElisha') God said.” Some say he [Aher] had a 

knife with him, and he cut him up [the child] and sent [the 
pieces] to the thirteen schools, and some say he said: “Had | 
a knife in my hand, | would have cut him up." (TB Hagigah 


15a—b) 182 


On the divinatory powers of fools, the rabbis say little. These 
powers may originate in the fools’ limited intelligence, which 
made them fit to serve as channels for occult knowledge. They 
may have been perceived as possessed, expressing what the 
demon lodged inside them put in their mouths.183 Perhaps their 
dwelling in cemeteries (Tosefta Terumot 1:3) and their contact 
with the dead added to their wisdom. If the latter hypothesis 
holds any truth, then fools were human mediators of knowledge 
originating in supernatural agents: demons and the dead. 
According to the Babylonian Talmud, demons too, like the 
ministering angels, “know what will happen” (TB Hagigah 16a), 
and although their knowledge was limited to what they heard 


“behind the curtain” (and not in the presence of God), it was still 


desired and sought after. The study of “the conversation of 
demons” was attributed to R. Yohanan b. Zakkai.184 If Rashi is 
correct when stating that the debate on the question of whether 
“one may ask in matters of demons on the Sabbath” refers to 
consultations with demons (in his view, to locate lost items), 
then the Talmud attests to deliberate use of them as agents of 
knowledge (TB Sanhedrin 101a and Rashi ad locum). As noted, 
information provided by two of them, Yosef Sheda (the demon) 
and Jonathan Sheda, touching on the harm inflicted by demons 
and on their appearance, is incorporated into the talmudic dis- 
cussion as though these had been rabbinic statements (TB Pe- 
sahim 110a). 

The dead were also perceived by the rabbis, as well as by the 
ancient world in general and by the culture of Jewish magic in 
particular, as mediators of esoteric knowledge.15 One tradition 
holds that their souls attained this knowledge when they drifted 
away from their graves and listened in on conversations behind 
the curtain.!8 According to another tradition, the dead could be 
summoned for a period limited to twelve months after their 
death. 


A certain heretic (min) said to R. Abbahu: "You say that the 
souls of the righteous are hidden under the Throne of Glory. 
So how did the necromancer raise Samuel?" Said he [R. 
Abahu]: “There it was within twelve months [of his death. For] 
it is taught: For a full twelve [months] the body [of the dead] is 
in existence and his soul ascends and descends. After twelve 
months, the body ceases to exist and the soul ascends but no 


longer descends. (TB Sabbath 152b-153a) 


Deliberate contact with the dead outside a dream assumed 
two forms: consulting the dead and raising them through necro- 
mancy. The possibility of consulting the dead was seemingly 
open to all, whereas necromancy required professional medi- 
ation. | discuss the methods of necromancy and consultation 
with the dead in the next subsection on practices. Two stories of 
notable ideological and social context deserve mention here. 
One is the story about Onkelos b. Kalonikos (or Kalonymus), the 
nephew of Titus, who, just before his conversion to Judaism, 
raised the spirits of Titus, Balaam, and Jesus to learn from them 
what is said about the people of Israel in heaven, what they think 
about his intention to convert, and what happened to them after 


their death% 


Onkelos b. Kolonikos was the son of Titus’ sister. He thought 
of converting to Judaism and used necromancy to raise Titus 
from the dead. He said to him: "Who is respected in that 
world?” He [Titus] told him: “Israel.” Said he: “Is it worth join- 


ing them?" He said: “Their matters [i.e their command- 


ments] are many and you will not be able to carry them out. 
Go and attack them, since in that world [meaning our world] 
you [will become] the head, as it is written, ‘Her adversaries 
have become the head’ (Lamentations 1:5). Whoever harasses 
Israel becomes head.” Said he [Onkelos]: “What is your sen- 
tence?” He [Titus] said to him: “What he [i.e., Titus himself] 


decreed for himself—every day they collect him, his ashes, 


and they pass sentence on him, and they burn him and scatter 
him [over] the seven seas.” He went and raised Balaam 
through necromancy. He asked him: “Who is respected in 
that world?” He [Balaam] told him: “Israel.” Said he: “Is it 


worth joining them?" Said he: “You shall not seek their peace 
nor their prosperity all your days for ever" (Deuteronomy 
23:7). Said h 


boiling hot semen.” He then went and raised Jesus by necro- 


‘What is your sentence?” Said he: “A layer of 


mancy. He asked him: “Who is respected in that world?" He 
replied, "Israel" Said he, “Is it worth joining them?" He 
replied: “Seek their welfare and seek not their harm [since] 
whoever touches them touches the apple of His eye.” Said he: 
“What is your sentence?” Said he: “Boiling hot excrement, 
since whoever mocks the rabbis’ words is punished with boil- 


ing hot excrement.” (TB Gittin 56b-57a) 


The normative knowledge conveyed by the three dead figures 
about the advantage that Israel enjoys in the world to come and 
about the harsh punishment of their enemies and the presum- 
able assistance of this information іп Onkelos's conversion were 
the basis for integrating this story into the discourse of the 
house of study. As a result of this knowledge, we do not hear in 
its margins any surprise or complaint from the rabbis about the 
act of necromancy, either directly and explicitly or by questioning 
the credibility of the information attained through it. This is obvi- 
ously a good example of the way in which necromantic divination 
as a legitimate source of knowledge slipped easily into this dis- 
course, if only it helped to support its didactic objectives. 

The other story concerns a dispute between R. Kattina and a 
necromancer about the source of an earthquake that had taken 
place, though it ultimately shifts from the question of knowledge 


to the question ofthe social power associated with it. 


R. Kattina was going along the road. When he reached the 


door of a necromancer's!5? house, there was a rumbling of 
the earth. He [R. Katina] said: “Does the necromancer know 
what this rumbling is?” He [the necromancer] raised his voice: 
“Katina, Katina, why should I not know? When the Holy One, 
blessed be He, remembers his children, who are plunged in 
suffering among the nations of the world, he lets two tears fall 
into the ocean, and the sound is heard from one end of the 
world to the other, and that is the rumbling.” Said R. Kattina: 
“The necromancer lies and his words are false. Were it as he 
says, there should be one rumbling after another” [two rum- 
blings for the two tears]. And yet, it was indeed so, and there 
was one rumbling after another [I]. But he [R. Kattina] did not 
admit this, lest everyone go astray after him [the necro- 
mancer}. (TB Berakhot sga)183 


Particularly important in this context is the closing remark— 
though В. Katina appears to challenge the necromancer's asser- 
tions, he actually concedes their accuracy. Such an admittance 
implies acceptance of the necromancer's authority and of the 
effectiveness of the practice he implements as a source of cred- 
ible knowledge. R. Kattina, therefore, blatantly lies for ideo- 
logical-polit-ical— preclude the necromancer's proven power of 
divination from becoming a source of appeal to people who may 
“Бо astray” after him (instead of following the rabbis and their 
Torah). The authority and the social power linked to professional 
divination, which in this case is necromantic, is thus conveyed in 
this brief remark in all its sharpness and with great candor. 
Angels were also perceived as potential supernatural agents of 
divination. Their revelations to the rabbis were discussed earlier. 


Here, | refer to one further matter, the mention of “princes of oil 


and princes of eggs” with whom consultation is allowed, “except 
that they lie" (TB Sanhedrin 101a).1% If | am correct in hypoth- 
esizing that “princes” (sarim) are angels (as in the usual deno- 
tation of this term in rabbinic literature as well as in Hekhalot 
and Merkavah literature) rather than demons (as Rashi claims ad 
locum), then the Talmud here affords us a narrow glimpse into 
the magical praxis of consulting them. 

Finally, the tradition by which “the conversation of moun- 
tains, hills and valleys, the conversation of trees and grass, the 
conversation of beasts and animals” serve as a source of infor- 
mation for one who knows how to understand it also merits 
mention.195 One appropriate instance is the story about R. Ilish, 
in which “one man who understood the language of birds” inter- 
preted the calls of the raven and the dove as telling him to flee, 
and so he did (TB Gittin 45a). 


Practices 

The means of divination known to the rabbis and described in 
their literature are many and varied. Some, such as the “heavenly 
voice" (bat-qol), Elijah's revelation, or a divinely inspired vision, 
were associated, as noted, with the holiness of the person who 
received them, and prophecy, as it were, resonated within them. 
In other words, they constitute a permitted and even desirable 
form of esoteric knowledge spontaneously revealed to a person 
{intuitive divination), with which the rabbis were entrusted. 
Other practices, such as consulting a book, a child, or the dead, 
were carried out by rabbis or explicitly permitted by them, so that 
one may assume that no flaw was found in them. Even astral div- 
ination, which was associated with foreign professional diviners, 


was perceived in many traditions as harmless in that it was 


irrelevant to the people of Israel. By contrast, necromancers 
(ba'al ‘ov and yid'eoni), who were also professionals, were for- 
bidden and sentenced to stoning.126 Additional means of divina- 
tion, almost all of them based on omens, that is, on establishing 
the meaning of some event as a sign concerning a matter that af- 
fects a person who consults them, were prohibited as ways of 
the Amorites. 

Regarding the divination of omens, the rabbis sought to dis- 
tinguish categorically and normatively between two kinds: divina- 
tion (nihush), which was forbidden, and sign (siman), which 
was permitted. The key text in this regard is a story about Rav, 
who interpreted an approaching boat as a propitious sign, and 
his ruling in this connection: "Any divination that is unlike that of 
Eliezer, Abraham's servant, or Jonathan, the son of Saul, is not 
divination.”197 The principle underlying this distinction is the 
relationship between the time of the event and its determination 
as an omen. Determining a priori that a given event will be inter- 
preted as an omen (as Eliezer and Jonathan did) is divination, 
whereas determining it as such after the fact is a sign. According 
to this distinction, however, the category of signs does not in- 
clude the divination of omens by means of a candle, a cock, or 
shadows, from which R. Ami proposes to know the future con- 
cerning life and death matters, commercial success, and the 
prospects of returning from a journey (TB Horayot 12a). Nor 
does it fit divination through dogs, of which the rabbis taught, 
"Dogs howl—the Angel of Death has come to town, dogs play— 
Elijah the prophet has come to town" (TB Bava Kamma 6ob). In 
both cases the rabbis attribute prior significance to actual events, 


as in the forbidden methods labeled ways of the Amorites in 


rabbinic literature. 188 

Various forms of divination are included in the ways of the 
Amorites category. The Tosefta mentions reliance on candle 
sparks, the calls of fowl, a snake falling onto the bed,!99 and 
divining with a rod. Expanding further, it states: 


Who is a diviner? One who says: my staff has fallen from my 
hand, my bread has dropped from my mouth, so-and-so has 
called me from behind, a crow has called out to me, a dog has 
barked at me, a snake has passed me on my right and a fox on 
my left, and a deer has crossed the path before me, do not 
start with me for it is the morning, and it is the new moon, 
and it is the end of the Sabbath. (Tosefta Shabbat 7:13)20° 


Additional sources mention divination through a mole, through 
fowl and fish,2°1 and through arrows.202 To these variations опе 
should also add bibliomancy2®3 and divination through verses, 
both the one mediated by children and the one that takes place 
by itself, as noted by R. Yohanan: “If one rises early and a verse 
comes to his mouth, this is a small prophecy” (TB Berakhot 55b). 
In all these, visual, audible, and verbal signs serve as a basis for 
the study of unrevealed knowledge. Additional practices enabled 
this activity directly through the summoning of supernatural 
agents of knowledge: the dead, angels, and demons. 
Necromancy (ov) and consulting the dead (derishah ‘el 
ha-metim), and apparently also the practice of the yide‘oni men- 
tioned together with them in the ВіЫе204 and in rabbinic liter- 
ature, are the common designations for necromantic practices in 
Jewish sources. The sources are not in full agreement concerning 


their precise nature. Ba‘al 'ov and yide'oni were apparently 


professionals who resorted to various methods. Some of the 
sources note that the ba‘al ‘ov does not speak from his mouth 
but from “between his joints and arms" or “from his armpit."205 
We read in the Babylonian Talmud that the dead “ascends and 


sits between his joints [of the necromancer] and speaks" (TB 
Sanhedrin 65b). In this context, a distinction is also suggested 
between two kinds of necromancers— "those who conjure up ... 
[the dead] using a phallus [ha-ma‘aleh bi-zekhuro] and those who 
use а skull [ha-nish'al be-gulgolet]"—and their effectiveness on 
the Sabbath 205 R. Yasa's view in the Palestinian Talmud, stating 
that the ba‘al ‘ov "burns incense to the demons" (PT Sanhedrin 
7:7), sheds some light on the ritual context of necromantic praxis 
or at least on its perception by the rabbis. Other sources men- 
tion the ba'al ‘ov “flapping his arms."297 

By contrast, yide'oni speaks with his mouth. According to 
08 Tar- 


gum Pseudo-Jonathan on Leviticus 19:31 translates yide'oni as 


Palestinian sources, he does so by placing a bone in i 


"consulting the yedo'a bone." The Babylonian Talmud unites 
these versions: "A yide'oni is one who places a yedo‘a bone in his 
mouth and speaks through it" (TB Sanhedrin 65b) The Talmud 
may perhaps thereby connect the practice of the yide'oni with that 
of automatic speech. 

The Tosefta and the Palestinian Talmud mention derishah ‘el 
ha-metim as the parallel of the types of necromancy cited in the 
Babylonian Talmud, at times equating it with the 'ov practice of 
raising the dead by means of the phallus or the skull.209 In the 
Babylonian Talmud, by contrast, the practice is tied to the loca- 
tion ofthe dead and is described as one that involves fasting and 


spending the night between graves: "And the one who consults 


the dead (doresh ‘el ha-metim)—this is one who starves himself 
and goes and spends the night in a cemetery so that an unclean 
spirit may rest upon him."22 "One who starves himself" is a 
derogatory expression meant to distinguish between ritual 
noneating to attain contact with an unclean spirit in the cemetery 
and a fast, which is normative noneating for the sake of attaining 
divine inspiration or a holy revelation. In this context an unclean 


spirit is the spirit of divination of "one who adheres to 


impurity." As for its origin and value, this spirit is the antithe- 


sis of the divine inspiration (ruah ha-qodesh) in which prophets 
prophesized and through which rabbis gained discernment 
(kavanah) and vision (sefiyah). This could be the source for 
identifying fools as divination agents. Sleeping between graves is 
one of the signs of a fool (Tosefta Terumoth 1:3). At least one 
source juxtaposes it with the burning of incense to demons, 
which are also agents of knowledge and dwell in cemeteries (PT 
Terumoth 1:1). 

Various stories show that consulting the dead, in the broad 
sense of seeking their help to attain knowledge, was not per- 
ceived as intrinsically negative and forbidden. Three such stories 
appear in sequence in the context of a discussion on whether the 
dead know what happens in the world of the living. The narrators 
also present, quite nonchalantly, the issue of the living learning 
from the dead. The first story deals with a pious man who 
spends the night in a cemetery and hears a conversation between 
spirits. He sows his field based on what he has heard and suc- 
ceeds where all others fail. Consequently, he goes back to sleep 
there in the following years to profit further from the spirits’ con- 


versation. 


“Go and take it from under the door 


money?” She replied: 
hinge in such and such a place, and tell mother to send me 
my comb and my tube of eye-paint with so-and-so, who is 
coming here [meaning she will die] tomorrow. 

Shmuel's father used to hold money meant for orphans in 
deposit. When he died, Shmuel was not with him [and did not 
know where the money was]. They would call him, “а son who 
eats orphans’ money.” He followed his father to the court of 
death. He said to them [the dead who were there]: “I am look- 
ing for Abba [a first name that also means father].” They said 
to him: "There are many Abbas here.” Said he to them: "I want 
Abba b. Abba.” They replied: “There are also many Abba b. 
Abba here.” He then said to them: “I want Abba b. Abba, the 
father of Shmuel. Said he 
[Shmuel]: "Where is the orphans’ money?" He replied: "Go 


Meanwhile his father came. 


and take it from the millstones.” The upper and lower [money 
found there]—is ours, that in the middle—is the orphans'" 
He said to him: “Why did you do that?” He replied: “So that if 
thieves came—they should steal from us (and) if the earth de- 


stroyed any, it would destroy ours.” (TB Berakhot 18b) 


Possibly, the tradition that Rav went to the cemetery, “did what 
he did,” and thus found out how the dead had died is also re- 
lated to this issue, although bringing the dead to talk is not ex- 
plicitly mentioned.212 

Finally, note in this context the story about R. Elazar b. R. Shi- 
mon, who, because of his fear that the rabbis would not handle 
his body respectfully after his death, asked his wife to place it in 
the attic. According to the story, his body laid there “no less than 


eighteen nor more than twenty-two years” without rotting. During 


this time, “when two would come before him, they would stand 
at the door. Each stated his case. A voice [the dead's?] issued 
from the attic and said: “So-and-so, you are liable; so-and-so, 
you are innocent" (TB Bava Metsia 84b). 

These traditions show that the rabbis saw in the cemetery 
(and in R. Elazar's case, in the place where the body was laid) a 
legitimate meeting place between the living and the dead. Hence, 
rather than overruling actual contact with the dead to acquire 
esoteric knowledge, they rejected the professional mediation of- 
fered for this purpose, including its accompanying ritual 
practices.213 

Angels and demons, as noted, were also perceived as agents 
of knowledge that could be summoned and consulted. If Rashi is 
correct when combining these two sentences into one issue—"lt 
is permitted to consult princes of oil and princes of eggs, except 
that they lie. One may whisper a charm over oil in a vessel, but 
one may not whisper a charm over oil in the hand, we therefore 
anoint with oil that is in the hand and we do not anoint with oil 
that is in a vessel” (TB Sanhedrin 1012)—then the second part re- 
veals a practice of divination with oil in a vessel that is asso- 


ciated with spells.2* Although much is still unknown on this 
matter, it might be connected to evidence from magic sources, 
both Hellenistic and Jewish, and explained as divination through 
the shiny stains of oil or eggs. These sources indicate that this 
kind of divination was often carried out by children instructed to 
look at the shiny surface or the liquid and identify in it the image 
of a god or a demon (and in this case, a prince, that is, an angel), 
bringing it to speak according to the sorcerer's instructions.215 
Yet the Talmud might be hinting at a different kind of oil 


divination, such as that recorded, for instance, in Sefer 
ha-Razim.2'5 Rashi, however, explained the entire matter as con- 
sultation with demons. This practice is not explicitly mentioned 
in Jewish sources but is apparently alluded to in the discussion 
on whether “one may consult demons on the Sabbath” (TB San- 
hedrin лола, and see Rashi ad locum). In any event, it remains en- 


tirely opaque. 


DREAMS AND THEIR INTERPRETATION 
Many ancient cultures viewed dreams as a source of knowledge 
that is greater in scope and authority than that acquired while 
awake. In general, the dream was not considered an inner elabo- 
ration of daytime experience but a message transmitted from a 
metaphysical reality in the special interval between being and 
nonbeing.2" The contents of the dream involved two aspects: a 
message (explicit) and a symbol (enigmatic).28 Dream divina- 
tion also involved two aspects: the explanation of signs that ap- 
peared in an incidental dream and the invitation of a solution 
dream (to a predefined question) through ritual means, such as 
incubation and a dream inquiry. The biblical position on dreams 
is not consistent and wavers between admiring dreams as divine 
revelation and dismissing them altogether2!? The rabbinic ap- 
proach to dreams and their interpretation is not consistent ei- 
ther, and in rabbinic literature we find three trends: (1) accepting 
the dream as a prophetic message, (2) linking it to the dreamer's 
psychological reality and negating its significance as a means of 
divination, and (3) perceiving it as a potential for interpretation 
that does not expose its hidden meaning but rather determines 
it220 

Extensive evidence supports a view of the dream as a mes- 
sage of truth originating in a metaphysical reality, capable of not 
only pointing to the future of the dreamer and the subjects of his 
dream but also actually determining it. Prominent among these 
testimonies are expressions such as "A dream is one sixtieth part 
of prophecy” (TB Berakhot 57b);22" Rava's comment "The Holy 
One, blessed be He, said: Although | hide my face from them, | 
shall speak to them in a dream” (TB Hagigah sb) and his wish 


for the revelation of a solution to a halakhic problem in his 
dream (TB Menahoth 67a); the statement that excommunication 
in a dream can only be annulled by ten halakhic experts (TB 
Nedarim 8a); the view that “when a person sleeps, his soul 
leaves him and wanders around the world, and these are the 
dreams that one sees” (Midrash on Psalms 11:6); and particularly 
the ritual practices recommended for turning bad dreams into 
good omens, which go beyond the stage of a mere idea to actual 
deeds. Two such practices are mentioned in rabbinic literature: a 
dream fast (ta'anit halom) and reversing a dream (hatavat 
halom). Concerning the dream fast, “Rav said, Fasting is to a 
[bad] dream as fire to chaff. And R. Hisda said, And it [should be 
done] on that very day. And R. Joseph said, even on the Sabbath” 
(ТВ Shabbat 11a).222 Reversing a bad dream requires a more seri- 


ous effort223 


He should go and sit before three who love him and say to 
them: “I have seen a good dream.” And they should say to 
him seven times: “It is good and it will be good, and the Mer- 
ciful will make it good. And from Heaven they will decree that 
it will be good and it will be good and good it will be. And they 
should recite three [biblical] "turns" [hafikhot] three "deliv- 
erances" [pediyot] and three "peaces" [shlomiyot]. (TB Berakhot 
55b)224 


People who are not sure whether their dream was good or bad 


are advised to improve it by performing a ritual.225 


Let him stand before the priests when they spread out their 


hands [over the congregation, at the time of the priestly 


or a lake, and relieving oneself. Some are typically Jewish, such 
as the seven species, biblical kings, biblical books, rabbis, 
prayer, and donning phylacteries. All these symbols share a con- 
sistent tendency toward propitious interpretations. This tech- 
nical-pro-fession- trend presents the reader with a wide range of 
dream symbols and their interpretations. Other traditions deal 
with dream interpreters and systematic dream interpretations by 
rabbis, heretics, and others, often connected to fees, pointing 
both to methods of dream interpretation and to the rabbis' use 
of this motif in their literature in the context of disputes with 
Gentiles.233 

The significance of a bad dream as a category in the rabbinic 
dream discourse in general and as statements conveying fears of 
bad dreams in particular is a further expression of the belief in 
the mantic value of dreams as signs of future reality.234 The de- 
tailed list of distinctions between good and bad dreams cited in 
the Babylonian Talmud is a striking example of this trend (TB Be- 
rakhot 55a-56b). This approach has two practical aspects: (1) а 
call to refrain from a bad dream in the first place through the 
study of Torah, supplication prayers, rejoicing in the command- 
ments, and even behaving appropriately when relieving 
oneself235 and (2) advice on how to prevent the bad dream's 
realization, if it has already been dreamt, through such normative 
means as prayer, charity, repentance, and supplication23° or 
through the ritual means mentioned earlier: a dream fast and the 
reversal of the dream. 

Shmuel's unique approach when drawing a distinction be- 
tween good and bad dreams is worth noting in this context: 


“When Shmuel had a bad dream, he used to say, ‘the dreams tell 


falsehood’ (Zechariah 10:2). When he had a good dream, he 
used to say, ‘Do the dreams tell falsehood? Lo, it is written, ‘I 
speak to him in a dream’ (Numbers 12:6)" (TB Berakhot s5b).237 
The liberty that Shmuel takes in linking the mantic value of the 
dream (true or false) to its contents (good or bad) is a limited 
expression of a trend leading to the control of waking thought 
over the dream by removing it from its power setting. This trend 
assumes more radical dimensions in other traditions. 

Absolute negation of the dream's mantic value in general and 
in the context of halakhic decisions in particular is conveyed in 
various sources by the recurring rule that "dreams are of no ef- 
fect either way"235 (lo' ma'alin ve-lo' moridin). The other dimen- 
sion of this trend is the setting of the dream in the dreamer's 
psychological reality: "A man is shown [in his dream] only his 
own thoughts" (TB Berakhot 5sb). Rava, whose (admittedly 
strange) view is cited contiguously, goes further when he refuses 
to concede the presence of irrational elements in dreams: "A 
man is never shown in a dream a palm of gold or an elephant 
going through the eye of a needle." Accounts about the dreams 
of the emperor and of King Shapor, whom the rabbis annoyingly 
accuse of thinking about the dream throughout the day, are the 
ultimate manifestation of the rabbinic psychologization of the 
dream—its removal from the “he is shown" category and its 
exclusive location in the "thoughts of his heart." 


The emperor said to R. Joshua b. R. Hananiah:2:9 "You [Jews] 
profess to be very clever. Tell me, what will | see tonight in my 
dream?” Said he [R. Joshua]: “You will see that the Persians 
came and captured you and ground by you [i.e., forced you to 


grind] hard seeds in a grindstone of gold.” He [the emperor] 


thought about it the whole day and saw [this in his dream]. 
King Shapor said to Samuel: “You [Jews] profess to be very 
clever. Tell me, what shall | see in my dream?" Said he 
[Shmuel]: “You will see that the Romans came and captured 
you and herded by you [forced you to herd] swine with a crook 
of gold.” He [King Shapor] thought [about this] and saw [it in 
his dream]. (TB Berakhot 56a)240 


Between “one sixtieth part of prophecy” and “of no effect either 
way,” the rabbis also suggest an approach by which “no dream is 
without vain matter”; therefore “a dream, though part of it is ful- 
filled, the whole of it is not fulfilled,” or, in another formulation, 
“neither a good dream is wholly fulfilled nor is a bad dream 
wholly fulfilled” (TB Berakhot 55a).247 Shmuel, as noted, also 
adopts a midway stance between absolute acceptance and abso- 
lute rejection of dreams. And so does Rava, who is cited in a 
contiguous passage and explains the contradiction between “| 
speak to him іп a dream" (Numbers 12:6) and “dreams tell false- 
hood” (Zechariah 10:2): “In the one case it is through an angel, 
in the other through a demon" (TB Berakhot 55). Yet another 
view ranks the mantic value of dreams according to the dreaming 
event. As R. Yohanan and others state, “Three kinds of dream 
are fulfilled: an early morning dream, a dream another has 
dreamt [about oneself], and a dream interpreted in a dream. 
Some say also a recurring dream."242 

The trend that diverts the source of authority concerning the 
actual realization of a dream from the dream itself to its inter- 
preter (which according to Shmuel's approach is limited to either 
true or false) is the basis for the third view on dreams prevalent 


in rabbinic literature. This approach is epitomized by the saying 


“All dreams follow the mouth,” meaning that dreams are fulfilled 
according to their interpretation.24 Its foundation is the biblical 
verse on the chief butler's report to Pharaoh about Joseph's 
interpretation of his own dream and that of the chief baker: “And 
it came to pass, as he interpreted to us, so it was” (Genesis 


41:13). This view is remarkably conveyed in the story of R. Banaa. 


There were twenty-four interpreters of dreams in Jerusalem. 
Once | dreamt a dream and | went round to all of them and all 
gave different interpretations, all of which were fulfilled. (TB 
Berakhot 55b) 


This approach, which dismisses the significance of the dream's 
contents so far as its fulfillment is concerned and turns it merely 
into a potential for interpretation, entails clear social impli- 
cations. In stating that “a dream that is not interpreted is like a 
letter that is not read" (TB Berakhot 55), the rabbis shifted the 
crux of the interpretive discourse on dreams from the dream's 
symbols to their interpretation and, by implication, to the inter- 
preters, taking the power of interpretation away from profes- 
sional dream interpreters specializing in dream symbols and 
their meaning. Instead, they paved the way for the transfer of the 
interpreters' life-changing powers to those whom the dreamers 
would view as appropriate to the task because of their worthy 
moral character. 

The implications of this approach, which involves significant 
danger, is explicitly evident in two well-known stories on dream 
interpretation. First is the story about Bar Hedya, to whom Abaye 
and Rava bring identical dreams for interpretation. They are 


given, respectively, favorable and unfavorable interpretations (in 


Rava's case to the point of disaster) according to their payment 
(or nonpayment) for the interpreter's services. The following are 


several passages from this long story: 


Bar Hedya was an interpreter of dreams. To one who gave him 
a zuz—he [would] give an auspicious interpretation, and to 
one who did not give him a zuz—he [would] give an inaus- 
picious interpretation. Abaye and Rava saw a dream. Abaye 
gave him a zuz, and Rava did not give him a zuz. They said to 
hi 
"Your ox shall be slaughtered before your eyes ... 


: “In our dream we saw that they read to us [the verse], 


[Your ox 

shall be slaughtered before your eyes, and you shall not eat of 
it; your ass shall be violently taken away from before your 
face, and shall not be restored to you; your sheep shall be 
given to your enemies and you shall have none to come to the 
rescue" (Deuteronomy 28:31). To Rava, he [Bar Hedya] in- 
auspiciously told: "Your business will be a failure, and you 

will slaughter an ox and will not eat of it because of the grief 
in your heart.” To Abaye he auspiciously told: "Your business 

will prosper, and an ox will be slaughtered in your house and 
you will not enjoy eating it for sheer joy.” They said to him: 

“We saw that we read in the dream, ‘You shall beget sons and 
daughters ...' " ["You shall beget sons and daughters, but you 
ity” 


(Deuteronomy 28:41)] ... To Rava he said: “As bad as is writ- 


shall not enjoy them; for they shall go into capti 


ten.” To Abaye he said: “You will have many sons and daugh- 
ters, and they will marry strangers and it will seem to you as if 
they had gone into captivity.” They said to him: “We saw in 
our dream that [a verse] was read to us, ‘Your sons and your 


daughters shall be given to another people’ ” [“Your sons and 


your daughters shall be given to another people, and your 
eyes shall look, and fall with longing for them all the day long 
and there shall be no might in your hand" (Deuteronomy 
28:32). To Abaye he said: “You will have many sons and 
daughters. You will say, to my relatives | will give them, and 
your wife will say, to my relatives we will give them. Until she 
forces you [to agree with her] and they will be given to her 
relatives and it will seem to you as if they had been given to 
another people.” To Rava he said that his wife would die and 
his sons and daughters would come to be ruled by another 
woman... Rava went to him alone. He said to him: "I saw [in 
my dream] that my house collapsed and fell.” He [Bar Hedya] 
said to him: “Your wife will die.” He [Rava] said to him: "I saw 
in my dream two teeth that broke and fell.” He said to him 
that he [would] have two dead sons.... Finally, Rava gave him a 
zuz. He said to him: “I saw [in my dream] a new wall that fell 
down." He said to him: “Buy assets and you will not be 


sorry.” Said he [Rava]: “I saw that they pull down my house 
and spread it all over the world.” He said to him: “Your teach- 
ings will spread.” He [Rava] said to him: “I saw that Abaye’s 
house collapsed and | was covered in its dust.” He [Bar 
Hedya] said to him: "Abaye will die and you will be offered 
[the chairmanship of] the yeshiva at Pumbedita.” (TB Berakhot 


56a)248 


Two explicit statements in the story (not cited here) indicate 
that events that Bar Hedya had predicted concerning Rava when 
interpreting his dreams—his wife's death and his imprisonment 
on charges of stealing from the king’s treasure—did come true. 


The circumstances of Rava's life, which were known to the 


potential power that the rabbis sought to reserve for themselves 
concerning dream interpretation and its fulfillment. The rabbis 
sought to tame the anarchic, wild element breaking into the 
sleeper's helpless consciousness and threatening his or her 
serenity to the point of tearing apart the ordered course of lifez4s 
by resorting to the normative means underlying their spiritual 
and social world. If "death and life are in the power of the 
tongue"—any tonguel—then dreamers would do well to choose 
the one tongue that could interpret their dreams creatively and 
most auspiciously. Lists of healing dream interpretations that 
rely on biblical verses denote that this expertise was found in the 
house of study. This is the proper context for understanding the 
practice of selfinterpretation by means of a “good verse" (іе, 
one that conveys a positive message), chosen quickly "before an- 
other [bad verse] intervenes,” in order to tilt the dream in a posi- 
tive direction (TB Berakhot 566), and even more so for tracing 
the rational of the dream midrashim, which offer favorable inter- 
pretation of dream symbols, however harsh they may be, by link- 
ing them to verses conveying a positive message. For instance: 


If one sees an ass in a dream, he may hope for salvation, for it 
says: "Behold, the king comes to you: he is just, and victo- 
rious, humble, and riding upon an ass” (Zechariah 9:9)... If 
one sees a reed (qaneh) in a dream, he may hope for wisdom, 
for it says: "Get (geneh) wisdom" (Proverbs 4:7)... If one 
dreams that he has intercourse with his mother ('em), he may 
expect to obtain understanding, for it says: “For if (im) you 


call out for understanding" (Proverbs 2:3)... If one dreams 


that he has intercourse with his sister, he may expect to ob- 


tain wisdom, for it says: "Say unto wisdom, you are my sister" 


(Proverbs 7:4).... If one sees wheat in a dream, he will see 
peace, for it says: “He makes peace in your borders, and fills 
you with the finest of the wheat” (Psalms 147:14). (TB Be- 
rakhot 56b-57a)247 


This method of favorable dream interpretation—any dream!— 
through biblical verses exposes a hermeneutical potential that 
everyone desires but only а few are capable of. These few, rabbis 
who are experts in the Torah and in its accompanying hermeneu- 
tical midrashic discourse, are thus the address for the appli- 
cation of this skill to the metaphysical domain of dream interpre- 
tation that brings together knowledge and power, up to the seal- 
ing of one's fate. 

This approach is also at the basis of the polemical use of 
dream interpretation stories in rabbinic literature. These stories 
became part of a general trend that excluded alien agents from 
the realm of supernatural knowledge and power, preserving it as 
a monopoly for the rabbis themselves. One noteworthy instance 
is the story about a struggle between a Cuthean (a Samaritan) 
who pretended to be an interpreter of dreams and always ex- 
pounded them favorably апа R. Ishmael b. R. Yose, who, through 
the dreams’ symbols, consistently exposed embarrassing details 
about the transgressions of the dreamers and their relatives 
(Lamentations Rabbah 1:1). R. Ishmael's threatening (and obvi- 
ously superior) power, which in this case was directed against 
those who dared to turn to "other" dream interpreters, is more 
concretely evident in an event that closes this section. In this 
case, R. Ishmael turns to a man whose dreams had already been 
interpreted favorably by the Cuthean (“You will attain greatness") 


and offers to interpret them himself for a fee (!) in a way that 


“you [the dreamer] would not lose out.” Despite the direct threat 
intimated in R. Ishmael's words, the man prefers the Cuthean. R. 
Ishmael, therefore, interprets his dreams unfavorably and envis- 
ages harm to the dreamer (Lamentations Rabbah 1:1). The polem- 
ical message is sharp and clear: In the power struggle over the 
fulfillment of dreams, the rabbis’ interpretation prevails, and 
whoever does not turn to them will lose out.24* 

The culmination of this trend is the story of the encounter be- 
tween a Cuthean who invented a dream to tease "this elder of the 
Jews,” in his mocking formulation, and R. Ishmael who was 
asked to interpret it. 


A Cuthean said: (Why) should | not go and tease this elder of 
the Jews?" He went to him [R. Ishmael b. R. Yose] and said to 
him: “I saw in my dream four cedars and four sycamores, а 
bunch of reeds, a silo, a cow, and this man [.e., himself] sits 
asleep."249 He [R. Ishmael] said to him: “Мау you perish! That 
is no dream! Even so, you should not go away empty-handed. 
[And he interpreted it for him:] The four cedars—four sides of 
the bed; the four sycamores—four legs of the bed; the bunch 
of reeds—the bottom [of the bed]; the silo—a mattress of 
straw; a cow—a leather cover [spread on the bed]; and that 
man (who) sits asleep—you, lies on it neither alive nor dead. 


And thus it happened to him." (PT Ma'aser Sheni 4:12)250 


В. Ishmael's response to the prank is sharp and quick. His inter- 
pretation of the “dream” becomes reality, demonstrating to the 
reader the rabbis' actual power of creation. This power that, so 
far, had consistently been tied to the dream's supernatural 


potential, is now completely detached from it and is presented as 


an immanent quality of the rabbi. The clear border between 
dream and reality, the foundation of every hermeneutical 
methodology of dream symbols that had already been quite 
blurred in the conception that “a dream follows only its interpre- 
tation" (PT Ma'aser Sheni 4:12), is completely erased here, given 
the rabbi's power to control reality and fashion it as he wishes. 
The taming and domestication of the dream within the walls of 
the house of study has thus apparently been completed. 


ASTROLOGY 
Astrology, meaning the belief in the influence of heavenly bodies 
on events in the world and their study for the purpose of learning 
about the future, was widespread in the ancient world and was a 
central divination method іп the ancient cultures of 
Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Hellenistic world.25 Jews were also 
well acquainted with this method. The Bible hints at a belief in 
astrology but rejects it as alien to Jewish faith.252 The Apocrypha 
is ambivalent toward it, rejecting it and acknowledging it at the 
same time. The origin of astrology is admittedly heavenly, but it 
is part of the evil knowledge brought down to earth by the rebel- 
lious angels. The Jewish Hellenistic authors Artapanus and Pseu- 
do-Eu-polemos offer a different approach. Both take pride in 
Abraham as having imparted this wisdom to the rabbis of Egypt 
(which was acknowledged as the cradle of astrology). Philo and 
Josephus use astrological principles in their works to clarify rit- 
ual symbols in the Temple service. The practical manifestation of 
astral divination is recorded in several passages in the Qumran 
scrolls, and its traces are even discernible in Jewish politics in 
Palestine in antiquity.253 

Textual and archaeological sources attest to the place of astral 
elements in Jewish culture in the period following the destruction 
of the Temple. Mosaic floors in Palestinian synagogues from the 
fifth and sixth centuries, decorated with the image of the sun god 
Helios (or Sol) riding his chariot at the center of the zodiac, at- 
test to the penetration of such motifs into Jewish places of 
worship.25* Their mention in sermons and piyyutim points to 
their penetration into the synagogue discourse.255 Magic texts, 


among them Sefer ha-Razim and later also several works that 


were found in the Cairo Geni: 


h, show a strong link between as- 
trology and magic. The two main aspects of this link are the use 
of astrology as a diagnostic basis for determining magic-medical 
treatment and the magical activation of astral bodies in the per- 
formance of a certain task.255 

The rabbis were also well acquainted with the astrological 
worldview, with the divination involved in it, ‘istagninut in 
their terms, and with the professionals who engaged in it: 
‘istrologin or Chaldeans.257 Evidence of this acquaintance is the 
many Babylonian and Palestinian traditions that deal with the 
matter—those that acknowledge astral fate and the divination re- 
lated to it and those that reject them.255 The uniqueness of as- 
trology as divination (with implications for sorcery and 
medicine) follows from the structured and systematic complexity 
of the astral data that the astrologer is expected to study and 
interpret. Extensive astronomic and mathematical knowledge 
was a precondition for a professional concern with astral divina- 
tion. No wonder, then, that few rabbinic pronouncements attest 
to genuine astrological knowledge. 

Astrology was also, by its very nature, tainted with pagan 
echoes. The sun, the moon, the planets, and the constellations 
were all perceived as powerful personified entities or as being 
governed by such entities. Astral fatalism is, as such, prob- 
lematic in the rabbinic worldview, which emphasizes moral free- 
dom as the basis of a person’s divinely determined fate. This 
fatalism, however, far exceeds the predestination principle under- 
lying divination methods as a whole, because it is conditioned 
on faith in the existence and the power of such entities to control 


reality, Not in vain, therefore, did the rabbis reject consultation 


with the stars by claiming that it contradicted the injunction “You 
must be wholehearted with the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 
18:13; TB Pesahim 113b). Others linked the rejection to the biblical 
commandment “You must not divine" (Leviticus 19:26).259 
‘Istagninut is widely presented in rabbinic literature as а Gen- 
tile wisdom in general and as wisdom of Egyptian sorcerers in 
particular. In this fashion, it was indeed recognized as a true wis- 
dom (as in the other cultures of the ancient world) but also as an 
alien and hostile element that should be overpowered and de- 
feated. Biblical heroes such as Moses and Solomon indeed do 
so in several Midrash stories and so do the people of Israel in 
general, as will be shown.25 

Acknowledgment of an astral fate and even acquaintance with 
astrology as such are recorded in rabbinic literature in explicit 
sayings and stories. Yet traditions about rabbis studying astrol- 
ogy or astronomy (which in antiquity were mutually related) are 
rare. One explicit talmudic statement deserves note: “It is one’s 
duty to calculate the cycles and courses of constellations (tequfot 
u-mazalot)" (TB Shabbat 75a). The explanation for this instruc- 
tion removes the pagan aspect from astral calculations: “He who 
knows how to calculate the cycles and courses of constellations 
and does not, of him Scripture says: ‘But they regard not the 
work of the Lord, neither consider the operation of his hands’ 
(Isaiah ѕ:л2)."261 

Additional traditions associate rabbis with astral and even 
astrological knowledge. Shmuel attests about himself, “I am as 
familiar with the paths of heaven as with the streets of Nehardea, 
with the exception of the comet, about which 1 am ignorant" (TB 


Berakhot 58b). This statement resonates elsewhere. 


What is [the meaning of the verse]: “It is not in heaven” 
(Deuteronomy 30:12)? Shmuel said: “The Torah is not to be 
found among astrologers whose work is in heaven.” They said 
to Shmuel: “But lo, you are an astrologer and yet you are a 
great Torah sage!” He said to them: “I would only engage in 


astrology when | was free from studying the Torah."262 


Shmuel obviously does not deny his astrological knowledge and 
his professional standing as an astrologer, but he absolutely 
separates it from the Torah, that is, from rabbinic knowledge, 
and establishes a clear hierarchy between them. 

Beside this general statement, to which one could possibly 
add R. Yohanan b. Zakkai's knowledge of the cycles (tequfot) 263 
some traditions ascribe to rabbis more concrete forms of astro- 
logical knowledge. According to one of these traditions, R. 
Joshua b. Levi linked sickness to the influence of the moon: 
“Said R. Joshua b. Levi, If a man eats beef with turnips and 
sleeps in the moon on the nights of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
of the month in the cycle of Tamuz, he is liable to ahilu [a kind 
of sickness]” (TB Gittin 70a). Elsewhere, horoscopic knowledge 
is cited from his notebook in relation to the influence of the day 
of the week at birth on a person's character. The list is the clos- 
est thing to the lists of astral divination that prevailed later in 
Jewish texts, both as such and as a diagnostic element in magic 
treatment. In any event, the discussion that accompanies it shifts 
the knowledge included in it from the realm of astrology to the 
world of Torah. This is a crucial example of the Judaizing of 


astrological elements that gained hold in Jewish culture25* The 
text reads: 


It was recorded in R. Joshua b. Levi's notebook: He who [is 

born] on the first day of the week ... will be either completely 
virtuous or completely wicked. Why? Because light and dark- 
ness were created on it [on the first day]. He who [is born] on 
the second day of the week will be bad-tempered. Why? Be- 
cause the waters were divided on that day. He who is [born] 
on the third day of the week will be wealthy and unchaste. 
Why? Because herbs were created on that day255 He who [is 
born] on the fourth day of the week will be wise and erudite. 
Why? Because the luminaries were suspended thereon. He 
who [is born] on the fifth day of the week will be charitable, 
Why? Because fish and birds were created on that day265 He 
who [is born] on the eve of the Sabbath will be a suitor. What 
[does that mean]? R. Nahman b. Yitzhak said: "A suitor of 

good deeds.” He who [is born] on the Sabbath—will die on 
the Sabbath, because the great day of the Sabbath was dese- 
crated on his account. (TB Sabbath 156a) 


R. Joshua's view was not unanimously accepted. R. Hanina 
held that greater precision is required and that what determines a 
person's character is not the day of the week at birth but rather 
the hour of birth and the influence of the dominant sign at the 


time. 


R. Hanina said to them: "Go out (and) tell the son of Levi 
[i.e., R. Joshua b. Levi]—not the sign of the day (mazal yom) 
determines but the sign of the hour (mazal sha'ah). One 
[born] in the sun [meaning under the influence of the sun] will 
be a bright man. He will eat of his own and drink of his own, 


and his secrets are open. Should he steal, he will not be 


successful. One [born] in the planet of Venus [meaning under 
its influence] will be rich and lewd. Why? Because fire 
hangs2® on it [on this planet]. One [born] in Mercury will be 
erudite and wise, because [this planet, which is the closest to 
the sun] is the sun's scribe. One [born] in the moon will be a 
sick man; he will build and destroy, destroy and build, and 
will not eat his own and drink his own, and his secrets will be 
hidden. Should he steal—he will succeed. One [born] in Sat- 
urn will be a man of idle thoughts, and some say: all 
(thoughts) about him will be idle. One [born] in Jupiter 
(Sedeq) will be righteous (sadqan).” Said R. Nahman b. 
Yitzhak: "And righteous in observance. One [born] in Mars 
will shed blood." Said R. Ashi, "He will engage in blood- 
letting, or he will be a thief, or a slaughterer, or do circum- 
cisions." (TB Sabbath 156a) 


Other rabbis also expressed views on astral questions. There 
is a tradition in the name of R. Efes, for instance, on the course 
of stellar orbits in the sky (Genesis Rabbah 10:4), and R. Meir and 
R. Yoshiya stated that eclipses are ominous events.25% To this 
general statement, further details were later added on the mean- 
ing of unusual appearances of the sun (TB Sukkah 29a). 

Beside these traditions, which deal with concrete astral knowl- 
edge, many others fundamentally acknowledge the stars' influ- 
ence on the world. Some of the more noteworthy are the fol- 
lowing: (1) the statement of R. Simon and others that "there is 
not a single herb that does not have its own star in the sky that 
strikes it and tells it, Grow!” (Genesis Rabbah 10:6); (2) the state- 
ment that ties together planetary influence, sorcery, and healing: 


“Man is under planetary influence, and it [the amulet] helps him. 


An animal is not under planetary influence, and it [the amulet] 
does not help him" (TB Shabbat 53);25° (3) mentions of the 
planetary influence that accompanies human beings and influ- 
ences their fate and even their halakhic thinking:27° (4) R. Papa's 
recommendation not to sue a Gentile during the month of Av, 
whose planetary influence is bad, but rather during the month of 
Adar, whose planetary influence is strong and positive (TB Ta'an- 
it 29b); (5) Shmuel's recommendation not to engage in blood- 
letting on Tuesdays because of the influence of Mars (TB Shab- 
bat 129b); and (6) the comparison “Just as the stars rule from 
one end of the world to the other, so too Israel" (Deuteronomy 
Rabbah 1:14). 

A few midrashim and tales about rabbis are based on an ac- 
knowledgment of astral divination and the fatalism attached to it. 
Thus, for instance, the midrash on Abraham says: 


Why did the Holy One, blessed be He, tell him: “So shall your 
seed be" (Genesis 15:5)? God showed him Isaac's planetary 
influence (mazal) whose name is planet “yonder,” as it is 
said: “Stay here with the ass, and | and the lad will go yonder” 
(Genesis 22:5), and | see Isaac's mazal between the stars. For 
Abraham was an astrologer of the stars. And why did he say to 
them—we will prostrate ourselves, and come again to you" 
(ibi 
return in peace from the altar. (Midrash Zuta on Song of Songs 


эл) 


)? Rather, Abraham prophesied that he and Isaac would 


R. Yosef's refusal to accept the leadership of the Pumbedita 
academy because of a prophecy by Chaldeans that he would rule 


for only two years points to a similar ideological trend. His fear 


lest he should die two years after the start of his term later 
proved justified (TB Berakhot бда). 

The well-known story about R. Joseph who-honors- 
the-Sab-baths also attests to the absolute validity of astral fate 


but does so from a particularly interesting angle. 


In the neighborhood of Joseph who-honors-the-Sabbaths was 
a Gentile who owned much property. The Chaldeans [known 
as astrologers] told him: "All your assets—Joseph who- 
honors-the-Sabbaths will consume them." He went and sold 
all his assets. With the proceeds, he bought a precious stone 
and set it in his turban. As he was crossing a bridge, the wind 
blew his hat away and cast it in the water. A fish swallowed it. 
They [some fishermen] hauled it out [fished it] and brought it 
[to the market] on the eve of the Sabbath. They [the fishermen] 
said: “Who buys at this [late] hour?" They [the market people] 
said to them: "Go and take it to Joseph who-honors- 
the-Sab-baths, who usually does." They brought it (and) he 
bought it. He tore it up and found a stone in it. He sold it for 
thirteen roomfuls?? of golden dinars. An old man met him 
and said: "He who lends to the Sabbath, the Sabbath repays 
him." (TB Sabbath 1193) 


This story has two protagonists, a Gentile and a Jew, who repre- 
sent two facets of reality, and proceeds in a direct line from the 
Gentile to the Jew. Whereas the Gentile loses all his assets to the 
Jew by virtue of his astral fate, which he cannot escape, Joseph, 
the Jew, attains property by virtue of an entirely different prin- 
ciple— reward for his virtuous act in observing the Sabbath. The 


Gentile's perspective, which is the principle of absolute astral 


replaced with another—fear of the stars with fear of God—and 


one authority was replaced with another: “ ‘And He brought him 


outside: ... The rabbis say: You are a prophet and you are not an 
astrologer [anymore]" (Genesis Rabbah 44:12) .280 

Not only was Abraham brought outside but, potentially, so 
was his entire seed. God's election of Israel implies the possi- 
bility of deliverance from the arbitrariness of astral destiny 
through the power of the Torah, the commandments, and good 
deeds. This principle is well demonstrated in several stories deal- 
ing with the triumph of the merit derived from a righteous act 
over fate, even to the extent of deliverance from a death set in the 
stars. Here are two examples, cited together in the Babylonian 
Talmud. 


And from [what happened] to Shmuel we also [learn]: "Israel 
has no mazal.” Shmuel and Ablat were sitting and certain peo- 
ple were going to a lake. Said Ablat to Shmuel [pointing to one 
of them]: "That man is going but will not return. A snake will 
bite him and he will die." Said Shmuel to him: "If he is a Jew, 
he will go and he will return!" While they were sitting—he 
[that man] went and returned. Ablat stood up and threw off his 
[the man's] knapsack. He found in it a snake cut up and lying 
in two pieces. Shmuel said to him: "What did you do?" Said 
he: "Every day we pool our bread [for a joint meal] and eat. 
Today, one of us had no bread and was ashamed. | said to 
them [to my friends]: ‘I will get up and collect’ [gather the 
bread and put all the slices together in the common tray]. 
When 1 reached him, | pretended to take from him so that he 
would not be ashamed." [Shmuel] said to him: "You have 


done a good deed!” Shmuel went out and taught: 


“Righteousness delivers from death” (Proverbs 10:2, 11:4)— 


and not from unnatural death, but from death itself.” 


And also, from [what happened] to R. Aqiva [we learn]: “Is- 
rael has по тага!” For В. Aqiva had a daughter. Chaldeans 
[meaning astrologers] told him: “On the day she goes under 
the bridal canopy, a snake will bite her and she will die.” He 
worried greatly about this. On that day [the day of her mar- 
riage] she took a brooch, stuck it onto the wall. It happened to 
lodge itself in the eye of a snake. In the morning, when she 
took it [from the wall], a [dead] snake tagged along. Her father 
said to her: “What did you do?" She said to him: “A poor man 
came to our door in the evening, called out from the gate, and 
everybody was busy with the meal and no one heard him. | 
took the serving that had been given to me and gave it to 
him." Said he to her: “You have done а good deed!" R. Aqiva 
went out and taught: “Righteousness delivers from death"— 
and not from unnatural death, but from death itself.” (TB 


Shabbat 156b)251 


These episodic stories do not negate the principle of astral 
fate. Quite the contrary, they confirm it as the default option of 
human existence, but they give the Jewish people (and only the 
Jewish people) a way out from its edict through the power of 
righteousness. This belief obviously implies a danger. If the fate 
decreed in the stars is indeed the default option, human beings 
must be ready and constantly aware so as to be saved from it 


when it is expected to be bitter. 


And [from what happened] to R. Nahman b. Yitzhak [we also 
learn]: “Israel has по тага!” For R. Nahman b. Yitzhak's 


mother was told by Chaldeans: "Your son will be a thief" She 
did not let him go bareheaded. She said to him: "Cover your 
head so that the fear of heaven may be upon you and ask for 
mercy [from God]. He [R. Nabman] did not know why she 
had said [this] to him. One day he was sitting and studying 
under a palm tree. The cover fell off his head. He raised his 
eyes and saw the palm tree. His evil inclination overcame 
him, he climbed up and bit off a cluster [of dates] with his 
teeth. (TB Shabbat 156b) 


This is a disturbing story. Ostensibly, it expands the range of Is- 
rael's deliverance from the edict of the stars even further and re- 
lies not only on righteousness but on the fear of heaven in gen- 
eral. In this sense, it illustrates well the didactic power of the 
claim that Israel has no mazal. Contributing to this aspect of the 
claim is the fact that this story does not prophesy an event re- 
quiring a one-time cancellation but is instead a prophecy about 
character.282 R. Nahman's mother tries to rescue him from a 

fate that will accompany him throughout his life and seeks to 
grant him permanent protection. This turns out to be harder than 
she thought it would be and indeed proves impossible. The story 
clearly indicates that fear of God as such, in its spiritual sense, is 
not sufficient. Not by chance, R. Nabman is busy studying 

when the cover falls off his head, and in light of his mother's 
dual (and to him incomprehensible) instruction, it is definitely 
possible that he raised up his eyes to ask for mercy as this 
mishap befell him. Nevertheless, once the actual, concrete arti- 
fact providing protection was removed, the powerful intensity of 
the astral fate again erupted and completely overtook R. Nah- 

man. What had begun as yet another sure proof of the principle 


so persuasively illustrated in the previous two stories ends here 
rather feebly. The sweeping power of astral fate, so it seems, can- 
not be stamped out but only suspended. 

The solution to this fragile condition is found in two addi- 
tional stories that are cited together in the Palestinian Talmud; 
they explicitly emphasize the contrast between astral fate and 
God's rule in the world. The first story, which to some extent 
parallels that of Shmuel and Ablat, highlights God's position as 
the supreme arbiter between astral fate and the rights of the (Jew- 
ish) person. The second story proposes a further ideological 
move: renouncing astral divination altogether and trusting God 
alone. In both cases evidence that God's power is greater than 
the power of astral fate is validated even further because it is 
actually articulated by the astrologers themselves. 


Two disciples of R. Hanina were going out to cut wood.283 An 

astrologer saw them. [He said]: "These two will go out but not 
come back." When they went out, an old man met them. He 
said to them: “Please help me, for | have not eaten in three 
days." They were carrying one loaf of bread. They cut off half 
and gave it to him. He ate and prayed for them. He said to 
them: "May you live out this day, just as you have helped me 
to live out this day" They went in peace and returned in 
peace. And there were people in that place who had heard him 
[the astrologer]. They said to him: “Did you not say—these 
two will go out and not come back?” They said: “Either he is a 
liar [or] his astrology lies." Even so, they went and searched 
and found a snake (cut in half), one half in this knapsack [be- 
longing to one of them], and one half in that knapsack [be- 
longing to the other]. They said: “What good deed did you do 


today?” And they told their story. He [the astrologer] said: 
“And what can | do if the God of the Jews is appeased by half 
a loaf?” 


A certain astrologer converted to Judaism. One time he 


wanted to go out [on a work trip]. He said: “Is now the time to 
go out [meaning, do the stars show that this is an auspicious 
time to go out]? Then he retracted and said: “Did | not cleave 
unto this holy people in order to draw away from such things? 
I will go out in the name of our Creator.” He reached the tax 
collection station. His donkey beat him and made him fall 
[and he left him and entered the city24 Thus, since the don- 
key went through the tax collection station on its own, the 
convert was spared having to рау). What made him fall? — 
That he considered [checking his fate in the stars]. What saved 


him?—That he trusted his Creator. (PT Shabbat 6:10)255 


This conceptual direction crystallizes into a principle in an- 
other (and later) story whose course resembles the one about 
two who went out and an astrologer prophesied about them that 
they would not return. In this version the two astrologers clarify 
for those about whom their prophecy failed what they did on that 
day. Their answer, suggesting a normative pattern of God-fearing 
behavior, extracts from the astrologers an admission about Jew- 


ish uniqueness. 


The astrologers looked at them: “Tell us what you did today?” 
Said they: “We did nothing except what we were taught to 
do—we recited the Shema' [prayer] and we prayed." Said they: 


“You are Jews! What astrologers say is not fulfilled concerning 


you because you are Jews.” (Tanhuma, Shofetim 10) 


As far as Jews are concerned, then, divine providence replaces 
astral fatalism and saves them from it. Nevertheless, the onus of 
proof that they indeed merit this is on them, and this proof is 
formulated in terms of the ideology propounded in the house of 
study. The rabbis do not dissociate themselves from the astro- 
logical outlook as such, including its theoretical and practical as- 
pects, but they limit the extent of its influence and exclude from 
it those privileged to enjoy God's direct providence. Should Is- 
rael submit to the “God of the Jews"—in the format determined 
by the rabbis!—they will succeed in "going outside,” like Abra- 
ham, to attain liberation from the fear and the power of stars and 


planets. 


CONCLUDING REMARKS 

THE RABBINIC DISCOURSE ON MAGIC, DE- 
MONOLOGY, AND DIVINATION POINTS TO THE SIG- 
NIFICANT PLACE OF ESOTERIC KNOWLEDGE AND HID- 
DEN FORCES IN THE JEWISH COSMOLOGY OF LATE 
ANTIQUITY. BELIEF IN THE INVOLVEMENT OF AN- 
GELS, DEMONS, AND PLANETARY FORCES IN WORLD- 
LY EVENTS, IN THE POWER OF HUMAN BEINGS TO 
OVERCOME THEM AND EVEN CONTROL THEM FOR 
THEIR OWN BENEFIT, IN THE POWER OF THE HUMAN 
TONGUE AND OF RITES TO DIRECT REALITY AND EVEN 
TO CREATE AND DESTROY LIFE, AND IN THE EFFI- 
CIENCY OF VARIOUS MEANS OF DIVINATION FOR OB- 
TAINING ESOTERIC KNOWLEDGE WAS A CONSID- 
ERABLE PART OF JEWISH COSMOLOGY AND THE DAY- 
TO-DAY CONFRONTATION WITH THE REALITY DERIVED 
FROM IT. OFTEN, THIS CONFRONTATION REQUIRED 
TURNING TO HUMAN AGENTS OF KNOWLEDGE AND 
POWER OF THIS KIND. THE RITUAL POWER OF THESE 
AGENTS—ONE THAT THEIR CLIENTS BELIEVED IN, RE- 
SORTED TO, AND CONSUMED—HAD A SOCIOPO- 
LITICAL FACET AS WELL. RABBIS, WHO OFTEN AC- 
KNOWLEDGED THESE AGENTS’ POWER, SOUGHT TO 
MARGINALIZE THEM BY DELEGITIMIZING THE RITUAL 
PRACTICES THAT SERVED THEM. THEY DID NOT DENY 
THE POSSIBILITY OF ATTAINING KNOWLEDGE OR 
POWER THROUGH RITUAL MEANS, BUT THEY TRIED 
TO DELIMIT THESE MEANS WITHIN CLEAR BOUND- 
ARIES OF FORBIDDEN AND ALLOWED. ALTHOUGH 


THE PREVALENT JUSTIFICATION FOR THIS COURSE 
WAS IDEOLOGICAL, A SPECIAL INTEREST CAN ALSO BE 
GLIMPSED THROUGH THIS COVER. THE RABBIS 
SOUGHT TO LABEL OTHER AGENTS OF KNOWLEDGE 
AND POWER AS ILLEGITIMATE AND TO APPROPRIATE 
THE LEGITIMATE POWER OF HOLINESS FOR THEM- 
SELVES. THE RABBINIC DISCOURSE ON THE OCCULT, 
THEN, EXPOSES FACETS CONCERNING NOT ONLY THE 
WEB OF BELIEFS AND DEEDS IN THE REALM OF 
MAGIC, DEMONOLOGY, AND DIVINATION IN THE 
JEWISH SOCIETY OF LATE ANTIQUITY BUT ALSO, AND 
OFTEN MAINLY, THE RABBIS’ STRUGGLE FOR A HEGE- 
MONY BASED ON THEIR MONOPOLY OF ESOTERIC 
KNOWLEDGE AND POWER. 


1. For an early and shorter version of this chapter, see Harari 
(2006a). Cf. the detailed account of magic in rabbinic literature 
in Bohak (2008, 351-435). 

2. In this context, | avoid further historical, geographic, or 
genre distinctions, which should definitely be taken into account 
in a broader and more profound discussion. Instead, | discuss 
rabbinic literature as a general corpus, despite the well-known 
drawbacks of such a discussion. For initial attempts at analyzing 
the differences in rabbinical attitude toward magic in Palestinian 
and Babylonian sources, see Levinson (2006) and Stratton 
(2007, 143-76). 

3. In general, citations from the Babylonian Talmud rely on the 
printed version. For all citations, however, | also checked the 
manuscript versions that scholars of the Academy of the Hebrew 
Language assessed as the best for each particular treatise (ac- 
cording to the ranking in the ma'agarim database on the website 
of the Historical Dictionary Project 
(www.Hebrew-treasures.hujiacil) When the manuscript 
showed significant differences from the printed version, | re- 
ferred to this or even based the entire citation on the manuscript 
and added a note to that effect. For the manuscript versions, | 
used the Talmud Text Databank of the Saul Lieberman Institute 
for Talmudic Research. Citations from the Palestinian Talmud 
followed the edition of the Academy of the Hebrew Language, 
and references follow their system (according to chapter and 
Mishnah rather than Halakhah). Citations from midrashim rely 
on the editions noted in the Bibliography. 

4. On this question, see chapter 6 and later discussion in this 


chapter. 


5. Similar versions of this claim appear in many places, usu- 
ally in exegeses of the verse “and the souls that they had ac- 
quired [‘asu, literally "created"] in Haran” (Genesis 12:5). See, for 
instance, Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, Version A, 12; Genesis Rabbah 
39:14, 84:4; Sifrei on Deuteronomy 32; Midrash Tannaim on 
and Pesikta Rabati 43. 

6. As the concrete reality of the calf is summed up in the 


Deuteronomy 


possibility of eating it, so the propagation ability of deer and 
gazelles is proof of the reality of the act. This tradition is cited 
after the two stories about R. Joshua's struggle against "foreign" 
sorcerers and his magical victory over them. His statements 
complete the picture and raise his powers up to the possibility of 
actual creation. For further discussion of the rabbis’ creation 
capabilities, see later discussion. 

7. The tradition of Honi ha-Me'agel (literally, “the circle draw- 
er") is famous, and the gist of it that is relevant to the current 
context reads as follows: “People told Honi the circle drawer, 
‘Pray that rain may fall" He said to them: ‘Go out and take in 
your Passover ovens so that they will not be damaged.’ He 


prayed and no rain fell. What did he do? He drew a circle and 


stood within it and said: ‘Master of the Universe, your children 
have turned to me because | am as a member of your house to 
you. | swear by your great name that | will not move from here 
until you have mercy on your children.’ Raindrops began to fall. 
Said he: ‘It is not for this that | have asked, but for rain [to fill] 
cisterns, ditches, and caves.’ Tempestuous rain began to fall. 
Said he: ‘It is not for this that | have asked, but for rain of good 
will, blessing and bounty’ " (M. Ta'anit 3:8). See also TB Ta'anit 


23a and PT Ta'anit x8. The power of incantation utterers is 


evident in the following: “If you see a generation over whom the 
heavens redden like copper and neither dew nor rain falls, [it is 
because] that generation has no incantations utterers [lohashei 

lehishot, also meaning “whisperers of whispers"]. What is their 

remedy? Let them go to one who knows how to utter incan- 
tations” (TB Ta'anit 5a). My personal view is that we should re- 
ject the interpretation ascribed to Rashi ad locum ("whisperers 
of whispers—for people do not whisper their prayers") and ad- 
here to the literal reading of this phrase as incantation utterers. 
Following these two traditions, questions are raised as to the 
moral standing of these acts. These questions, which do not 
concern me here, definitely confirm the reading of these tradi- 
tions as referring to performative incantations. 

8. TB Shabbat 67a; PT Shevi'it 4:4. See also Harari (2001, 
27-28). 

9. On incantation prescriptions for healing, see TB Shabbat 
66b-67a and TB Gittin 68b-69b. In my view the inclusion of 
incantations in a healing action justifies placing it under the 
rubric of magic healing. Many of the prescriptions mentioned in 
the cited sources are not in this category, however, and can be 
considered folk medicine that is not magical. On the Babylonian 
foundations of these prescriptions, see Geller (1991; 2000). Be- 
side these practices, "scientific" medicine was also practiced in 
antiquity, originating in the school of Hippocrates and Galen. All 
these methods at times relied on astrological principles. On the 
term qame'a (amulet), see the discussion on amulets in chapter 
5. For discussions of amulets in rabbinic literature, see Blau 
(1898, 86-96), Bohak (2008, 370-76), Trachtenberg (1970, 132— 
52), and Urbach (1975, 130-32). 


10. M. Shabbat 6:2; Tosefta Shabbat 4:5, 9, 10; TB Shabbat 
53a. Talmudic rabbis were divided on whether the effectiveness 
referred to the writer or to the amulet. See TB Shabbat 61a. On 
the empirical dimension of the rabbis’ pragmatic approach to 
magic practices for healing, which is prominent in this discus- 
sion, see Veltri (1997, 221-82, 286-93; 1998; 1998-1999). 

11. See Bar-Ilan (2002). 

12. On the historiola in magic practice in late antiquity, see 
Frankfurter (1995). Cf. Bohak (2004). 

13. Possibly referring to a kind of malaria, where patients expe- 
rience brief cycles of fever. Tertian fever is mentioned in a pre- 
scription discussed later. Tertian fever and half-tertian fever are 
also mentioned in medical amulets. See the "Amulets" subsec- 
tion in chapter 5. 

24. In the Aramaic original, le-'eshata' semirta’. Dictionaries 
are divided concerning the precise meaning of the term 
зет!йа'. Jastrow (1903, 1288; cf. 1277, s.v. NY) ex- 
plains it as a fever that spreads through the body generally (and 
so did Rashi ad locum), whereas Sokoloff (2002, 960-61, s.v. 
kn x's) suggests that the term points to 
problems in the urinary tract. 

35. At the conclusion of the ritual, the healer turns to the shrub 
and says, "Thornbush, thornbush!" TB Avodah Zarah (28a-b) 
mentions thornbush shavings and seeds as means of healing 
sword wounds and fissures, respectively. Possibly, then, vardina’ 
is а name for the thornbush (‘sana’), as Rashi comments in TB 
Shabbat 67a. In any event, the prescription opens with vardina’ 


and ends with “thornbus! 


thereby illustrating and emphasizing 


the transformation of an ordinary shrub into the mythological 


bush. For further discussion of this matter, see Bohak (2004b, 
118-20). 

16. In the original, nira’ barqa’. | have followed Jastrow's trans- 
lation on this (1903, 197). Sokoloff (2002, 753, s.v. КТ?) 
suggests “yellow thread.” Rashi uses “hair of an animal” (Rashi 
on TB Shabbat 66b, TB Avodah Zarah 28b). 

17, Ms Oxford 366 reads “tighten.” In this case, the subject is 
the thread rather than the shrub, which is the subject when the 
action is carving a notch. Each day, the thread should be slightly 
tightened on the shrub. 

18. These are the verses mentioned (Exodus 3:2-5): “(2) And 
the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the 
midst of a bush: and he looked, and, behold, the bush burned 
with fire, but the bush was not consumed. (3) And Moses said, | 
will now turn aside, and see this great sight, why the bush is not 
burnt. (4) And when the Lord saw that he turned aside to see, 
God called to him out of the midst of the bush, and said, Moses, 
Moses. And he said, Here | am. (5) And he said, Do not come 
near: put off your shoes from off your feet, for the place on 
which you stand is holy ground.” 

19. This suggestion seeks to enlist the rejection conveyed by 
the words “Do not come near" in the service of the patient and to 
apply them sympathetically to reproduce the rejection in the rela- 
tionship between the patient and the fever. 

20. The printed version, which is generally closer to Ms Ox- 
ford 366 than to Ms Munich 95, is clearer than both manuscripts 
concerning the verses to be recited on each day. On the various 
versions and the errors in them, see R. Rabinowitz (1960) on TB 


Shabbat 67a in the glosses. 


21. Had had nehet bela‘ bela‘ nehet had had. In Ms Ox- 
ford 366, the version of the incantation is more extensive: Had 
had har har nehet bela‘ bela‘ nehet har har had had. The 

addition har har may convey the choking sounds of one who 
had a bone stuck in his throat. In both cases the incantation con- 
tains many guttural letters. 

22. Thus also in the Soncino printed version. Ms Munich 95 
and Ms Vatican 130 include no mention of a new house and note 
only “between the bricks.” 

23. Ms Oxford 366 does not mention the palms of the hands, 
and the incantation opening is slightly different. 

24. See Rashi ad locum and Jastrow (1903, 983, sv. 
[2528 

25. The meaning of the Aramaic ba-halala’ de-bei savara' is 
equivocal. On the one hand, similar instructions are mentioned 
in a prescription for the healing of an anal fissure (TB Avodah 
Zarah 28b): "Take seven grains of red aloe, wrap it [the bundle of 
grains] in the shirt collar (ba-halala’ de-bei savara’), and tie a 
white thread on it. Dip it in white naphtha, burn it, and spread 
[the ashes] on him [the patient]." These instructions attest that 
the reference is not to the place of tying the bundle to the patien- 
t's clothing (near the neck) but to the particular piece of the shirt. 
from which one should prepare the bundle (cf. Rashi ad locum). 
On the other hand, if this is the intended meaning in the pre- 
scription for fever as well, it is not clear what should be done 
with the bundle. Hence either the prescription in TB Shabbat is 
missing something or, despite the linguistic similarity between 
these two cases, it should be understood as referring to the place 


for tying the bundle to the patient's clothing—the shirt collar. 


26. See the previous note for the prescription for healing an 
anal fissure. 

27. On magical knots, see Harari (1997а, 133-34). On the 
“knots shirt" from the Cave of Letters (in the Judean Desert), see 
also the “Amulets” subsection in chapter 5. On Abaye's foster 
mother and her medical-magical knowledge, see Lesses (2001, 
362-64). 

28. On aggressive Jewish magic, see Harari (1997a). 

29. PT Pe'ah 1:1 and parallel versions. See Ecclesiastes 10:11. 

зо. TB Shabbat 110a; TB Avodah Zarah 27b; PT Shevi'it 9:1. 

31. Cf. Blau (1898, 49-54). 

32. See Blau (1898, 17-46), Bohak (2008, 376-78), Gruenwald 
(1994), Trachtenberg (1970, 78-103), and Urbach (1975, 124-34). 

33. The use of "the crown of Torah" is ascribed also to R. Tar- 
fon, who broke loose from the sack in which he had been tied. 
The story is followed by a statement by Rabbah b. Bar Hanna: 
"Whoever makes use ofthe crown of Torah, is uprooted from the 
world" (TB Nedarim 62a). However, taga' is not mentioned here 
but literally "the crown of Torah," and it seems that no ritual- 
performative meaning should be ascribed to R. Tarfon's deeds. 
See also the discussion of these sources in Gruenwald (1994, 
91-93). 

34. М. Sanhedrin 7:4, 8; M. Shevu'ot 4:13; M. Yevamoth 2:5; 
Tosefta Makkot 5:10. 

35. Exodus Rabbah 1:29, and cf. Leviticus Rabbah 32:4 and Pirke 
de-Rabbi Eliezer 48. On these traditions and on Moses's magical 
powers, see Harari (2005b). The Midrash on Psalms (36:8) reads, 
"What is a war weapon? That is the Ineffable Name. They would 


go to war and they would not fight, and their enemies would fall 


[before them].” 

36. TB Berakhot 56a; TB Sanhedrin gob; TB Makkot 11a. 

37. For a halakhic dimension of the difference between a curse 
by a divine attribute and one by the divine name, see M. San- 
hedrin 7:8 (and parallel versions): “One who curses his father or 
his mother is not punished unless he curses them by the divine 
name. If he cursed them by an attribute, R. Meir holds him liable, 
but the rabbis rule that he is exempt.” 

38. TB Gittin 35a; TB Bava Bathra 153a. 

39. See the discussion on the study on magic in the sages 
literature in the "Kishuf, Halakhah, and Aggadah: Magic in Rab- 
binic Literature” subsection in chapter 2. 

40. On Jewish erotic magic, see Harari (2000) and Saar 
(2008). On erotic magic in the Greco-Roman world, see Faraone 
(1999), Frankfurter (2001), Gager (1992, 78-115), and Ogden 
(2002, 227-44). 

41. The entire issue is discussed in the context of the rabbis’ 
attempt to shorten as far as possible the time between the cou- 
ple's first sexual contact and the husband's “virginity claim" to 
the court. Cf. M. Ketuboth 1:1 and the discussion of this mishnah 
in the Babylonian Talmud. 

42. Cf. Midrash Leqah Tov, Genesis 16:2. 

43. On incantations for perverting the course of justice in Jew- 
ish magic literature, see Harari (1998, 202). Defixiones from the 
Greco-Roman world attest to the actual use of this practice. See, 
for instance, Gager (1992, 116-50). 

Urbach (1975, 97). 

45. This was indeed how the authors of Jewish magical writ- 

ings understood their activity. Their literature attests to a 


pragmatic worldview that in most cases prompted the appli- 
cation of magical strategies for the purpose of improving the 
chances of what was also considered possible without them. 
This action was not presented in magical writings as a negation 
of the divine court but rather the opposite. As noted, the author 
of Harba de-Moshe actually anchored human magical knowledge 
and powers in divine omnipotence and in God's explicit support 
for human control of the angels and of the heavenly sword of 
holy names. See Harari (1997b, 67-73). 

46. The Hebrew root khš has а dual meaning here: to deny 
and to diminish (weaken). Both meanings are recorded in the 
Talmud (Jastrow 1903, 629). In this passage the root apparently 
serves both meanings. The meaning of "to deny" touches on the 
spiritual dimension of the belief in sorcery—a denial of divine 
omnipotence—and the meaning of “to diminish" touches on its 
practical aspect—its diminution and weakening as a result of 
human magic. 

47. M. Sotah 4:5, 9:13; Tosefta Sotah 14:3. This approach may 
also have been the basis of Rabban Yohanan b. Zakkai's re- 
sponse to his disciples, who were puzzled by the comparison he 
drew in a conversation with a Gentile between the ritual of purifi- 
cation with the ashes of the red heifer and the exorcism of an evil 
spirit. His response— "It is neither the dead that defiles nor the 
water that purifies, but the decree of the Holy One, blessed be 
He" (Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 4:7)—denies any performative 
power to the religious rite as such and presents it as the tech- 
nical implementation of a divine decree. 

48. See Schmidt (2002). Cf. also Leviticus 20:23 and Exodus 
23:24. On the Amorites’ sorcery, cf. 2 Baruch 60:1. 


49. See PT Shabbat 6:10; TB Shabbat 67a-b; TB Sotah 49b; TB 
Bava Катта 83a, 91b; TB Sanhedrin 52b; TB Avodah Zarah 11a; 
TB Hullin 77a-b; and Minor Tractates Semahot 8:1. For a discus- 
sion of these sources, see Avishur (1979), Bohak (2008, 382-85), 
Lieberman (1992, 2: 492, 3: 79-105), Seidel (1995), and Veltri 
(1994; 1997, 93-220). 

50. See chapters 1 and 2. 

51. See Lieberman (1942, 100-103). 

52. Discussions that are more systematic may have existed in 
the "Amorite chapter" mentioned in TB Shabbat 67a, which has 
not reached us. 

53. M. Sanhedrin 10:1. On the use of Exodus 15:26 in amulets 
and magic prescriptions, see Naveh and Shaked (1993, 23). The 
Mishnah evidence allows us to date it considerably earlier than 
the magic sources. 

54. The practice of spitting to chase away the evil eye is hinted 
at in the famous story of R. Meir and the woman who wanted to 
listen to his teachings (PT Sotah 1:4; Leviticus Rabbah 9:9). 

55. Cf. PT Avodah Zarah 2:2. On “Jesus b. Pandera," see Kohut 
: 118-19, s.v. RIED 12). 

56. These words were deleted from Ms Leiden in both ver- 


(1926, 


sions of the story and were returned in the proofreading. 

57. On the ritual significance of being a rabbi and on its impli- 
cations in the context of ritual power, see Blau (1898, 54-61), 
Garb (2005, 28-46), Gruenwald (1994), and Neusner (1969; 
1970). 

58. See the traditions about Honi ha-Me'agel (the circle draw- 
er) in M. Ta'anit 3:8, TB Ta'anit 23a, and PT Ta'anit 3:8. Cf. Jose- 
phus's story about Onias, who ended the drought with his 


widespread association of witchcraft and harlotry is thus in the 
background of the cited stories. 

73. The extension to widows has no basis in the Talmud itself 
but rather in Rashi's gloss on Yohani, daughter of Retivi. Ac- 
cording to Rashi (on TB Sotah 22a), she was a midwife, and she 
would use sorcery to close the womb of women giving birth and 
later release the spell under cover of prayer and piety (cf. Kohut 
1926, 4: 117-18). The Talmud, however, provides no information 
about this widow, whose name it indeed mentions derogatorily, 
and the widespread inclination to ascribe Rashi's commentary to 
the rabbis is apparently groundless. In any event, this tradition is 
a revealing illustration of the gender-determined manner adopted 
by males, as outsiders, when contemplating events during the 
exclusively female occasion of birth. Though excluded from it, 
men heard about how events unfolded in the course of deliveries 
and were full participants in its frequently tragic consequences. 
The ascription of harmful sorcery to the midwife, whose power, 
related to exclusive control over knowledge, marginalized males 
and left them powerless and helpless outside this life-creating 
event, makes a profound statement concerning anxiety about the 
power of women in a male society dependent on the "other" gen- 
der for its very existence. A close expression of this hostile con- 
ception of female power is the attribution of the demonic harm 
linked to the pain of birth and to the death of mother and child in 
its course to Lilith, a female demon. In both cases male con- 
sciousness links the "mysterious" life power pulsating in the fe- 
male to another mysterious female power, destructive, magic, or 
demonic. In this fashion it raises the level of existential danger to 


the very existence of uncontrolled and unrestricted female power. 


74. These words appear in different variations in the 
manuscripts. In some, the name Agrat appears twice instead of 
Agrat Azlat; Ms Oxford 336 reads "Agrat Agrat bat Mahalat.” 

75. This passage is cited between a discussion about the harm 
of a menstruating woman to the men among whom she is pass- 
ing (“if it is at the beginning of her menstruation, she will slay 
one of them, and if it is at the end of her menstruation, she will 
cause strife between them”) and a discussion about the spirit of 
harlotry evoked in the wake of intercourse after seeing a woman 
emerge from a ritual immersion. Thereby the dangers of impu- 
rity, sorcery, and harlotry borne by women are tied together, en- 
hancing the general threat that femaleness poses to male society, 
a threat spread through the uncontrolled presence of women in 
the public, male space. On this issue, see also Seidel (1992). 

26. In the original, hari hamimi be-diqula’ bazuyya'. This 
formulation is preferable to ‘ari be-diqula' in Ms Columbia T- 
893X141, because it appears almost verbatim in a magic bowl 
from Babylon. See Gordon (1934b, 326-27). 

77. Karah karheikhi parah parheikhi in the original and kar 
kadrikhi parah parhihi in Ms Columbia T-893X141. This 
formulation is close to that found in an adjuration bowl: 
karkadikhi parparrikhi. See Segal (2000, 74, bowl 35A, line 5, and 
photograph 36). Cf. Sokoloff (2002, 1038-39, s.v. n7). All 
these formulations are hard to decipher, and their meaning is 
uncertain. 

78. The meaning of the last two words, qarahanani 
ve-hanankhi, is unclear, and they are probably miswritten. See 
Sokoloff (2002, 1038-39, s.v. n»). My translation attempts 


to give this text some coherent meaning. 


79. In the original, “if | whistle.” It seems, however, that these 
words should be read as | translated them rather than in a condi- 
tional sense, as explicit in the Sanhedrin version of the story. The 
meaning of the root spr is not clear. It is probably a reference to 
a whistle or a high-pitched tone made with a whistle or a similar 
instrument that, according to the context, must be loud enough 
to be heard outside the cave. 

80. The call 'Oyim, ‘oyim does not appear elsewhere, and its 
meaning is uncertain. It is probably something like “Ho, ho." 

81. In а looser translation, “and bread appeared.” On the lin- 
guistic formulation “one said what one said,” as pointing to the 
performance of spells, see Sperber (1994, 60-66). 

82. This account is in the extended version of the story quoted 
in the text. For a more concise version, see PT Sanhedrin 6:4. On 
this issue, see Amir (1994), Пап (2006, 214-41), and Yassif 
(1999, 156-58). Cf. also Efron (1988). 

83. Beside the following traditions on the power of В. Joshua, 
recall his claim about his ability to turn gourds and watermelons 
into rams and deer who would produce rams and deer (PT San- 
hedrin 7:11). On R. Eliezer's magic powers and his vast knowl- 
edge in this area, see TB Sanhedrin 68a. The threat that this 
power and its agents (even if they are themselves rabbis) posed 
to the social order that the rabbis wanted to establish is well 
illustrated in the famous story known as “The Oven of Akhnai" 
(TB Bava Metsia 70a-b). In this story, when the introduction of 
R. Eliezer’s ritual power into the house of study threatens to 
bring down its walls and with them the entire institution, R. 
Joshua displays impressive performative abilities and prevents 


their fall by means of words. The end of the story is that R. 


Eliezer kills his brother-in-law R. Shimon b. Shetah through a 
falling-forward (nefilat 'apayim) prayer. Thus the ritual power that 
unites and exalts the rabbinic community when directed out- 
ward, splits it and destroys it when it is turned inward. This story 
has been extensively discussed. See Rubinstein (1999, 34-63, 
314m1), which includes an extensive bibliography. See also Alex- 
ander (1995b, 414-18). 

84. For a detailed examination of these stories, see Levinson 
(2006). Cf. Hirshman (1988). On the rabbi's struggle with 
heretics by means of magic, see Bohak (2003b). 

85. Literally “did a word to him." 

86. TB Shabbat 81b (= TB Hullin 105). 

87. Spells for hatred and impotence were widespread in the 
Greco-Roman world. See, for instance, Ogden (2002, 227-30). 
Binding spells for love also included, if necessary, formulas for 
separating the beloved from other partners. See Gager (1992, 78- 
115). 

88. On the Roman legislation against witchcraft, see Kippen- 
berg (1997), Liebeschuetz (1979, 126-39), McMullen (1966, 95- 
127), and Ritner (1995, 3355-58). 

89. For an excellent summary of the rabbinic sources on this 
topic, see Strack and Billerbeck (1922). See also Blau (1898), 
Gafni (2002, 238-53), and Yassif (1999, 144-56). 

90. See the examples cited in chapter 5. 

gi. For discussions on the evil eye in rabbinic literature, see 
Ulmer (1994). Cf. Blau (1898, 152-56) and A. Cohen (1978, 270- 
74). On the evil eye in the literature of the ancient East, see Ford 
(1998; 2000). 


92. “Evil eye” (‘ayin ra‘ah) also denotes stinginess (e.g, M. 


Terumot 4:3). "Narrow eye” ('ayin sarah) is used in a similar 
sense, in contrast with the positive "good eye" (‘ayin fovah) ог 
"beautiful eye" ('ayin yafah). 

93. See Naveh and Shaked (1987, A1; 1993, A26). For the 
meaning of skr in magical texts, see Naveh and Shaked (1993, 
64-65). 

94. See, for instance, Naveh and Shaked (1993, A23). 

95. Cf. Lamentations Rabbah 1:29 and Midrash on Psalms 91:3. 

96. See TB Shabbat 89a, Exodus Rabbah 41:7, and Tanhuma, Ki 
Tisa 13. 

97. On Satan's involvement in the binding of Isaac, see also 
TB Sanhedrin 89b and Pesikta Rabbati 40. Cf. The Book of Jubilees 
17:15-18:13 

98. In the story about Pelimo (TB Kiddushin 61a-b), his daily 
provocation of Satan through the uttering of this expression 
leads to Satan's counterprovocation. We are told about R. Aha 
b. Jacob, who would say about the lulav that “this is an arrow in 
the eye of Satan,” and the rabbis warn against this saying, which 
could provoke Satan to respond (TB Sukkah 38a, TB Menahoth 
62a). Cf. also TB Kiddushin 30a, where this expression is men- 
tioned while equating Satan with the evil inclination. 

99. See, for example, the harm of the evil eye to property (TB 
Pesahim 26a; Genesis Rabbah 58:7) and to marriage (Numbers 
Rabbah 12:4). 

100. For this reason, the eye has no control over fish (TB Bava 
Bathra 118). 

101. See, for instance, Naveh and Shaked (1993, A19). 

102. The text in brackets appears in Ms Florence II 1 7-9. 

103. See also the tradition about the death of Hananiah, 


Mishael, and Azariah, who were harmed by the evil eye (TB San- 
hedrin 93a). 

104. In this context, see the tradition about R. Zera, who pro- 
tected himself from “the fire of Gehenna” through 100 fasts and 
would examine his strength every thirty days by entering a heated 
oven. “One day the Rabbis cast an eye upon him and his legs 
were singed” (TB Bava Metsia 85a). 

105. TB Berakhot 20a (= TB Bava Metsia 84a). See also TB Pe- 
sahim 26b. 

106. Rashi says on TB Bava Metsia 107a, " 'One should not 
buy'—one should not buy a field close to the city, since the eye 
of people always rules it. ‘One is forbidden and so forth'—so 
that he should not lose it through the evil eye." 

107. TB Berakhot 55b. In Ms Oxford 366 the instruction is 
broader: "And if he is afraid of his own eye, he should look at the 
nubble in his left nostril; and if his eye harms others, he should 
look at the nubble in his right [nostril]" These dual instructions 
would appear to refer to two kinds of harm, and because the lat- 
ter points to harm inflicted on others, the former seemingly 
refers to self-inflicted harm. This reading, however, seems im- 
plausible. | am not aware of traditions indicating that one casting 
an evil eye can harm oneself through his or her own gaze, and 
even then, it is hard to understand how looking at oneself could 
prevent the harm cast by one's own gaze. 

108. TB Bava Bathra 118a; TB Berakhot 20a, 55b; TB Bava Met- 
sia 8да. 

109. Numbers Rabbah 12:4. For an amulet for healing from the 
evil eye, see Naveh and Shaked (1987, A2). Cf. the eyes men- 
tioned in Naveh and Shaked (1987, A1), which was also written 


for healing purposes. 

зо. This is the version in Ms Erfurt (Tosefta, ed. Zucker- 
mandel 119). But cf. also the reading in Ms Vienna (Tosefta, ed. 
Lieberman, 2: 28-29), and see PT Shabbat 14:3 and TB Sanhedrin 
101a. 

ı11. Harmful entities have many names, which at times аге 
generic names denoting subgroups of the broad category of 
demons. See Strack and Billerbeck (1922). The most prominent 
demons, such as Asmodeus, Ketev, Lilith, and Agrat, daughter of 
Mahalat, are referred to by their individual names. On the var- 
ious groups of demons in magical sources, see Montgomery 
(1913, 67-94) and Shaked (2002, 72-80). 

112. According to later traditions, this was Lilith. See Krebs 
(1975) and Yassif (1984, 63-71, 231-34). On the biblical and 
Mesopotamian background of Lilith, see Hurwitz (1980, 19-66), 
Krebs (1975), and van der Toorn et al. (1999, 520-21). On Lilith 
in the demonology of magic bowls, see Fauth (1986) and Lesses 
(2001, 354-59). 

113. See the discussion in the "Demons" subsection in chapter 


114. Manuscripts differ from one another regarding the first 
metamorphoses in the chain. 

115. Cf. Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, Version A, 37. This source also 
places evil spirits between trees and beasts: “Seven creatures, 


one above the other and one above the other.... Above the trees 


He created the evil spirits, for evil spirits go hither and thither 
and trees do not move from their place. Above the evil spirits He 
created the beast, for a beast works and eats and evil spirits nei- 


ther work nor eat.” 


116. Rabbinic stories are divided on this issue. R. Bivi b. 
Abaye, who saw the demons, was indeed harmed (TB Berakhot 
6a). By contrast, Hanina b. Dosa and Abaye, who saw Agrat, 
daughter of Mahalat, and Ketev Meriri came out of these meet- 
ings unharmed (TB Pesahim mb, 112b). 

117. On the iconic figures of the demons in Babylonian magic 
bowls, see Hunter (1998; 2000, 189-204; 2000) and Vilozny 
(2010; 2013). 

218. TB Erwin 100b; TB Niddah 24b; Numbers Rabbah 12:3. Cf. 
Lesses (2001, 354-59) and Levene (2003c, 11619). 

119. On the demons’ ability to change shape, see Avot de- 
Rabbi Nathan, Version A, 37; and ТВ Yoma 75а. Cf. on this issue 
the evidence from magic bowls in Levene (2007) and Naveh and 
Shaked (1993, B25). On demons’ appearance in the shape of the 
figures mentioned in the text, see TB Megillah за (a person), TB 
Kiddushin 29b (a seven-headed monster), and PT Shabbat 1:3 (a 
temptress). 

220. TB Yevamoth 122a. On the “shadow of a shadow" 
(bavu'ah de-bavu'ah), see Rashi on TB Avodah Zarah 48b. 

321. Avot de-Rabbi Nathan, Version A, 37. 

122. ТВ Berakhot 43b. But cf. TB Pesahim 111b, where Ketev 
Meriri appears to Abaye, who was accompanied by Rav Papa and 
Rav Huna. 

123, On nightly demons, see TB Berakhot 5a, 6a; TB Megillah 
за; TB Shabbat 151b; TB Kiddushin 29b; TB Gittin 69a; and Num- 
bers Rabbah 12:3. On daytime demons, see TB Hullin 105, TB 
Kiddushin 29b, TB Pesahim 111, and Lamentations Rabbah 1:3. 

124. On the first hypothesis, see Lamentations Rabbah 1:29, 
Numbers Rabbah 12:3, and Midrash on Psalms 91. On the second 


Ms Vatican 108 and Ms Munich 95). A formula similar to this 
one is also found in a Babylonian magic bowl. See Levene 
(20032, 40, bowl M101, |. 12). See also Bohak (2006). 

347. Slight variations in the language of the incantations ap- 
pear in the manuscripts. Cf. the incantations for the exorcism of 
the daytime and nightly blinding shabririm in TB Gittin 69a. 

148. In a previous passage the determination was that drinking 
pairs of cups was dangerous outside the home—on the way or in 
the privy—and even in sleep. 

149. TB Gittin 68a-b. The story is founded on ancient tradi- 
tions about Solomon's rule over demons. See the discussion on 
demons and the antidemonic use of seals in chapter 6. For stud- 
ies on the talmudic story, see Yassif (1999, 87-89). Cf. Levene 
(2003b). 

150. Leviticus Rabbah 24:3; Tanhuma, Keddoshim 9. The par- 
allel version in Midrash on Psalms 20:7 makes no mention of 
beating with iron tools but only with sticks in order to assist the 
friendly demon to kill the one causing the harm. The traditions 
cited first also end with the sight of blood on the water, but the 
killing of the demon is not mentioned in them explicitly. 

151. For a discussion of demonological stories in rabbinic 
literature, see Yassif (1999, 144-56). 

152. Abaye's objection, "Even a scholar should recite one 
verse of supplication,” and the connection drawn between the 
bedtime recital of the Shema and protection from harmful agents 
indicate that the discussion is focused on the advantage of 
scholars in protection from demons. 

153. In the original, zirdeta’. On this denotation of the word, 


see Sokoloff (2002, 420). Cf. Harari (1997b, 43, secs. 81, 93). 


154. TB Pesahim 112b-113a. On this tradition in Babylonian 
magic bowls, see Shaked (20052, 10; 2005b) and Shaked et al. 
(2013). On Hanina b. Dosa as a wonder worker, see Vermes 
(1972; 1973). 

155. On the folkloristic elements of the story, see Yassif (1999, 
152-54). On its place in the Jewish perception of the "sword of 
the tongue,” see Harari (2005b). 

156. On this story, see Yassif (1999, 150-52). 

157. Bar-llan (1995); Yassif (1999, 154-55); Yavetz (1963, 6: 
318-20). 

158. On the use of demons in magic practice, see Harari 
(1998, 156-57). 

159. The principal root in Hebrew regarding divination is nh. 
The term nahash appears in Numbers 23:23: "Surely there is no 
divination (nahash) in Jacob nor is there any enchantment 
(qesem) in Israel.” On the biblical meaning of nahash as a 
means for accessing the occult, see Jeffers (1996, 74-78). In rab- 
binic literature, both nahash and nihush served to denote div- 
ination practices. See, for instance, TB Hullin 95, TB Nedarim 
32a (nahash), and PT Sanhedrin 7:4 (nihush). Cf. Ben-Yehuda 
(1948-1959, 7: 3599-3600, 3613). The change in the meaning of 
the word nihush—from, in antiquity, a means for attaining hid- 
den knowledge to, in modern Hebrew, an uncertain guess in the 
absence of any possibility of attaining precise knowledge (Even- 
Shoshan 1988, 2: 824)—articulates well the change in the atti- 
tude of Western modern culture toward the possibility of attain- 
ing knowledge through divination. 

160. See Harari (2005c, 306-8 and references). 


161. On the political contexts of divination in the Roman 


world, see, for example, McMullen (1966, 128-62). 

362. This is also the prevalent typology in the scholarly re- 
search, though others have also been suggested for divination 
practices. See, for example, Zuesse (1987). Cf. Harari (2005¢, 
304-5). 

363. Cf. PT Shabbat 6:10. 

164. For general surveys on divination and the rabbis, see A. 
Cohen (1978, 274-97), Joel (1881-1883, 1: 85-105), L. Rabinowitz 
(1972), and Swartz (2003). 

165. The precise translation of these terms is difficult because 
we hardly know the kind of practice denoted by each of them. 
Apart from the mekhashef (magician), they all relate to practi- 
tioners of divination. Sho'el ‘ov, yide'oni, and doresh ‘el ha-metim 
are necromancers. 

166. See Urbach (2002c) and Yeivin (1975). 

167. On astrologers and dream interpreters, see the "Astrol- 
ову" and "Dreams and Their Interpretation" sections in this 
chapter. On necromancers, see M. Sanhedrin 7:7, Tosefta San- 
hedrin 10:6, TB Sanhedrin 65b, TB Keritoth 3b, and TB Berakhot 
59a for ba'al 'ov; and M. Sanhedrin 7:7, Tosefta Sanhedrin 10:6, TB 
Sanhedrin 65a, and PT Sanhedrin 7:7 for yide'oni. 

168. Cf. Urbach (1975, 577-78 and note 20). 

169. Apparently, this is the meaning of "prophecy" (nevu'ah) 
here. Another aspect of it—predicting a hidden reality—is dis- 
cussed further along in the talmudic passage. In any event, the 
rabbis’ attitude toward prophecy and toward the relationship be- 
tween prophet and rabbi is far more complex than that suggested 
by Avdimi and Ameimar. See Urbach (1975, 577-78; 1999; 


20023). 


179. TB Sotah 48b; PT Sotah 9:12; PT Shabbat 6:10. The “heav- 
enly voice" (bat qol) is discussed here in the limited and wide- 
spread context of divine speech that is spontaneously revealed 
or, in rabbinic language, "comes out.” This type of divine reve- 
lation also is ascribed in rabbinic literature to a few biblical fig- 
ures. See Urbach (2002a, 26-27). In a broader context, the term 
bat qol denotes divination through human speech of unknown 
origin. The reference to the use (shimush) of a bat qol (i.e., TB 
Megillah 32a) may hint at an active attempt to hear it. In any 
event, in light of the explicit traditions about the use of a bat qol 
of the latter type—that is, casual human speech or from an un- 
known source (M. Yevamot 16:6; PT Shabbat 6:10)—we should 
perhaps understand all references to the use of a bat qol and act- 
ing in accordance with it in this context. See Lieberman (1950, 
194-99) and Urbach (2002a, 23-24). 

171. ТВ Bava Metsiah s9a-b. In this famous story, known as 
“The Oven of Akhnai,” the rabbis explicitly reject the decision of 
the bat qol in their halakhic controversy. The explicit statement 
"We pay no attention to a bat qol" is ascribed to R. Joshua in 
three more places where the heavenly voice is involved in the 
dispute between the Shamai and Hillel schools: TB Berakhot 52a 
(= TB Pesahim 114a), TB Yevamoth 14a, and TB Hullin 44a. 

172. See the references in В. Margalioth (1957, 27-35) and Ur- 
bach (2002a, 23-27). 

173. See, for instance, Tosefta Pesahim 2:15, PT Sotah 1:4, Avo- 
dah Zarah 1:8, and Leviticus Rabbah 9:9, 37: 
of the holy spirit is also ascribed to biblical figures. See, for 
example, Tractate Kalla Rabbati 3:15, PT Horayot 3:8, PT San- 
hedrin 6:2, Genesis Rabbah 93:12, and Numbers Rabbah 19:3. 


A vision by means 


374. Although the fast, proclaimed to be due to Ulla's delivery 
to the authorities, did not compel Elijah to reveal himself, it sure- 
ly paved the way for the revelation. The practice of fasting for the 
sake of revelation is also mentioned in the Palestinian Talmud in 
stories about R. Yose and R. Shimon b. Lakish, who wished to 
see R. Hiyya (PT Kilayim 9:4 and Ketuboth 12:3). On this tradi- 
tion and its parallels, see Kipperwaser (2005, 214-16) and 
Schwartzbaum (1993, 33-44). 

175. See, for example, TB Shabbat 33b, TB Bava Metsiah 59b, 
and Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 18:5. See also the many assorted tradi- 
tions in Gross (1993, 1: 63-65) and R. Margalioth (1957, 36-39). 

176. TB Shabbat 88Ь-89а. On the meaning of the devarim (pl. 
of davar, "something" or “a word") that Moses received from the 
angels, see Harari (2005b). 

177. TB Sukkah 28a, ТВ Bava Bathra 134a. 

178. See also the angelic endorsement of knowledge founded 
on inquiry into the mystery of the chariot in TB Hagigah 14b. 

179. TB Hullin 95b. On these practices, see later discussion. 

380. See Johnston (2001). Cf. Brashear (1995, 3503 and note 
$11) and Lieberman (1950, 196-98). 

181. In Ms Munich 6 (unlike all other manuscripts): “I have al- 
ready heard through a bat qol." 

182. On this practice of divination, see also TB Gittin 68a, TB 
Hullin 95b, and Esther Rabbah 7:13. See further the story that as- 
cribes its use to Emperor Nero in TB Gittin 56a. 

183. Cf, for instance, the possession story in Luke 4:31-37. 

184. TB Sukkah 28а; TB Bava Bathra 1342. 

185. See Harari (2005c, 335-36). On divination through the 


dead in medieval and early modern Judaism, see Harari (2015). 


186. See the story about the pious man who slept in the ceme- 
tery later in this discussion. 

187. See also, for instance, the revelation of R. Elazar b. Shi- 
mon in a dream to explain why a worm had appeared in the ear 
of his corpse, which had been placed in the attic (TB Bava Met- 
siah 84b). 

188. Revelation in a dream is mentioned explicitly in Ms Ox- 
ford 366, Ms Munich 140, and Ms Vatican 108. In the rest of the 
manuscripts, including Ms Munich 95 and Ms Vatican 104, as 
well as in the printed version, the phrase "in a dream” is absent. 
In any event, this is probably the drift of the text. 

189. Tosefta Shabbat 6:7, with Lieberman (1992, 3: 86-87) and 
H. Weiss (2011, 34-37). 

190. PT Kilayim 9:4 (= Ketuboth 12:3); Ecclesiastes Rabbah 9:10. 
The traditions in the Palestinian Talmud do not mention reve- 
lation in a dream, whereas Ecclesiastes Rabbah explicitly alludes 
to it. 

191. In this story the manuscript and the printed version are 
quite different. The version discussed here is from Ms Munich 
95. 

192. In the original, ‘ova’ tamya'. According to Jastrow (1903, 
21, 539), famya’ is derived from bone and ‘ova’ tamya’ refers 
to a specific type of necromancer (ba'al ‘ov), a necromancer of 
bones. However, Sokoloff (2002, 84, 506) suggests that the 
denotation of ‘ova’ tamya' is a necromancer in general. 

193. The version of the story in Ms Oxford 366 differs in sev- 
eral stylistic details from the printed one. Generally, however, 
both versions are identical. 


194. The meaning of the phrase “except that they lie" (‘ela’ 


mipnei she-mekhazvin) is not clear. Rashi explained: “That is why 
they refrained from asking them,” meaning that one is allowed to 
ask them, but because they lie, they refrained from doing so. In 
some of the manuscripts the word ‘ela’ ("except") is missing and 
a different meaning emerges: Because they lie, asking them is 
permitted. See R. Rabinowitz (1960, Sanhedrin, 306n9). 

195. Minor Tractates Soferim 16:7. Cf. TB Sukkah 28a and TB 
Bava Bathra 1342. 

196. M. Keritoth 1:1; M. Sanhedrin 7:4, 7; Tosefta Sanhedrin 
10:6. 

197. See TB Hullin 95b and Rashi on this passage. And see 
Genesis 24:12-14 and 1 Samuel 14:8-1. Cf. Keller (1985). 

198. Maimonides later tied together all forms of divination and 
prohibited them: "It is forbidden to resort to divination like the 
Gentiles, as it is said, ‘You must not practice divination’ (Leviti- 
cus 19:26). What is divination? Like those who say: 'Since my 
piece of bread dropped out of my mouth or my staff fell from my 
hand, | shall not go today to such a place, for if | go, my busi- 
ness will not be successfully accomplished’; [or], ‘since a fox has 
passed me on the right, | shall not today go outside the door of 
my house, for if | do, a cheat will accost me’; or those who hear a 
bird twittering and say: ‘It will happen thus and not thus'—'it is 
good to do this and bad to do that'; or those who say: 'Kill this 
cock because it crowed in the evening’; ‘kill this hen because it 
crowed like a cock’; or if one sets signs for himself and says, ‘Ifa 
certain thing happens to me, | will follow this course of action; if 
it does not happen, | will not do so’—as Eliezer, Abraham's ser- 
vant did—these and all things similar are forbidden. Whoever 


does any of these things is punished” (Maimonides, Code, Laws 


of Idolatry 11:4 [Maimonides 1962, 79a], with slight changes). 

199. For parallel Babylonian traditions concerning the mean- 
ing of a snake falling on the bed, see Avishur (1979, 27-28). The 
Babylonian Talmud states that a snake appearing in a dream is 
also a sign: "One who sees a snake in a dream will prosper" (TB 
Berakhot 57a). Rémer (1969, 175) points to the special impor- 
tance of snakes among animals used in divination in 
Mesopotamia. The linguistic connection in Hebrew between 
vmi (divination) and vr: (snake), both pronounced 
nahash, may also hint at the snake's significance in divination. 
Similarly, the terms oiónos and "augur," whose original deno- 
tation in Greek and Latin is one who divines through birds, later 
became in the Greco-Roman world general references to a vi- 
sionary, a prophet, or a diviner through omens (Halliday 1913, 
248-49; Luck 1986, 250). 

200. For a discussion of these divination practices, see 
Avishur (1979), Lieberman (1992, 3: 79-105); and Veltri (1997, 
93-220). To all these, R. Aqiva adds the 'onenim, who divine suit- 
able times for action (Tosefta Shabbat 7:14). Cf. the parallels in 
Sifrei Deuteronomy 171, and TB Sanhedrin 65b-66a, and see the 
discussion on Tosefta Shabbat 7:14 in Lieberman (1992, 3: 
97-99). R. Yohanan b. Zakkai's study of the "cycles" (tequfot) 
may also be related to this issue (TB Sukkah 28a; TB Bava Bathra 
134a). For his part, Blau (1898, 46) ties this matter to astrology. 

201. TB Sanhedrin 66a. Cf. the version in Sifra, Kedoshim 6, 
which mention stars rather than fish. The mole may have served 
as a means of divination because of its subterranean life, which 
was perceived as connecting it to a world beyond revealed reality. 


In that sense, it indeed resembles a snake. On the mole as a 


consulting through oil and it is called the princes of oil (sarei 
shemen), that is, the princes of thumb, and others consult 
through an eggshell and it is called the princes of eggs.” On the 
other hand, the Talmud may not be talking here about consulting 
princes of oil but rather about healing through oil that was 
empowered by spells. See Daiches (1913, 7, 10-11). Anointing 
with oil accompanied by a spell is also mentioned in the Pales- 
tinian Talmud: “Shimon bar Aba in the name of R. Hanina: ‘He 
who utters spells (lohesh), puts oil on the head and says the 

spell, so long as he does not put on the oil by hand or with a ves- 
sel.’ В. Jacob bar Idi [in the name of] В. Yohanan in the name of 

R. Yanai: ‘One may put it on either by hand or by a vessel’ " (PT 
Shabbat 14:3; cf. PT Ma'aser Sheni 2:1). The medical context of 
the act is explained in a parallel version: “R. Judah said in the 
name of R. Ze'ira, ‘He who has pain in his ear should put oil on 
his head and utter the spell (lohesh), so long as he does not put 

on the oil by hand or with a vessel’ " (PT Shabbat 6:5). For the 
formulation of this version, cf. Lieberman (2008, 110). Cf. Blau 
(1898, 71) and Daiches (1913). Anointing with oil and with salt 
accompanied by a spell is mentioned in the Babylonian Talmud 
as a way of sobering up (BT Shabbat 66b). 

215. For the Hellenistic sources, see Johnston (2001). For the 
Jewish sources, see Daiches 1913, Dan (1963), and Trachtenberg 
(1970, 219-22). Cf. the recipe for children looking in the mirror 
in search of a vision in Schafer and Shaked (1994-1999, 3: 
92-93). On psychological aspects of this practice, see Bilu 
(1982). For later evidence of divination practices of this type, see 
Ben Naeh (2000, 99) and Huss (2000, 214). 


216. M. Margalioth (1966, 71-72) and Morgan (1983, 29-31). 


217. This approach was widespread in antiquity. Extensive re- 
search is available on this subject, and a selected list follows. For 
a comprehensive study on the perception of the dream and on 
interpretation methods in Mesopotamia, see Oppenheim (1956). 
See also Cryer (1994, 157-59), Gnuse (1984, 11-55), and Oppen- 
heim (1969b). For dreams in ancient Egypt, see Szpakowska 
(2003). Cf. Gardiner (1935, 1: 9-23) and Szpakowska (2001; 
2010; 2011). For dreams in Mari texts, see Sasson (1986). On the 
dream in the Greco-Roman world, see Cox Miller (1994). See 
also Berchman (1998, 116-32), Bouché-Leclercq (1963b, 1: 277- 
329), Dodds (1959, 102-34), J. S. Hanson (1980), and Luck 
(1986, 23139). In this context, the work of Artemidori Daldiani, 
Oneirocritica, deserves special mention. See Artemidori Daldiani 
(1963) and White (1975). On the parallels between this work and 
the rabbinic book of dreams, see Alexander (1995a) and Lewy 
(1893b). On dreams in early Christianity, see Cox Miller (1994, 
129-83, 205-53) and J. S. Hanson (1980, 1421-25). 

218. For the distinction between message dreams and symbol 
dreams in the Bible, see Fidler (2005, 1-41, esp. 23-29), Gnuse 
(1984, 57-118), and Jeffers (1996, 125-39). This distinction is also 
mentioned by Artemidorus of Daldis (Artemidori Daldiani); see 
White (1975, 23-24). See also Cox Miller (1994, 77-106). 

219. See, for instance, Genesis 20:6 and Numbers 12:7 and, by 
contrast, Jeremiah 29:8, Zechariah 10:2, and Ecclesiastes 5:6. 

220. On the rabbinic conception of dreams and their interpre- 
tation, see Afik (1990), Alexander (19952), Hasan-Rokem (1996; 
1999; 2000, 88-107), Kalmin (1994, 61-80), Kristianpoller 
(1923), Lewy (18936), Lieberman (1950, 70-77), R. Margalioth 
(1957, 3-24), Niehoff (1992), Trachtenberg (1970, 230-48), and 


H. Weiss (2011). 

221. Cf. Genesis Rabbah 17:5, 44:17. 

222. Cf. TB Ta'anit 12b and Ecclesiastes Rabbah 5:1 (verse 6). 

223. The following translation is from Ms Oxford 366, where 
instructions differ in several details from the printed version. 

224. These are the three threesomes of biblical verses (dealing 
with turns, deliverance, and peace) to be recited: on turns, 
Psalms 30:12, Jeremiah 31:12, and Deuteronomy 23:6; on deliv- 
erance, Psalms 55:19, Isaiah 35:10, and 1 Samuel 14:45; on peace, 
Isaiah 57:19, 1 Chronicles 12:19, and 1 Samuel 25:6. 

225. Here too | cite Ms Oxford 366, where instructions are 
broader than those in the printed version. 

226. The printed version adds here, “or | have dreamt about 
others.” 

227, This instruction, which also appears in Ms Paris 671 in a 
somewhat corrupted version, was omitted from the printed ver- 
sion. 

228. TB Hagigah 5b; TB Berakhot 55b. A distinction is required 
between expressions touching on the source of the dream and 
stories about revelation in it. God is revealed to the dreamer in 
many dream stories involving biblical figures, but | have not 
found evidence of divine revelations to rabbis in their sleep. Nor 
are angels mentioned as direct dream agents, contrary to the use 
of them for revelation within a dream, which is recorded in Jew- 
ish magic praxis (Harari 2005c, 341-44; 2011). 

229. On the dream man and the master of dreams, see TB 
Sanhedrin 30a; Tosefta Ma'aser Sheni 5:9; Avot de-Rabbi Natan, 
version A, 17; and Midrash Tanna'im on Deuteronomy 32:30. Cf. 


the adjuration of “Ragshael the Great, the prince of the dream 


(sar shel halom),” and the mention of the angel Azriel as an 
emissary of knowledge in the adjuration of the Prince of Dream 
in Schafer (1981, secs. 501-7). See also Lesses (1998, 325-36). 
On Elijah, see Genesis Rabbah 83:4 and Pesikta Rabbati 22. On 
the dead, see TB Shabbat 152a-b and TB Mo'ed Katan 28a. 

230. On these practices, see H. Weiss (2011, 34-39). 

231. For example, TB Hagigah 14b, PT Hagigah 2:2, and Leviti- 
cus Rabbah 3:5. 

232. TB Berakhot 56a, TB Sanhedrin 81b-82a, ТВ Hullin 133a, 
TB Sotah 31a, and many more. Cf. the adjuration of the Prince of 
Dream: “Come to me on this night ... and speak with me and 
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Epilogue 


If visitors from another world were to look at the laws setting the 


frame of our lives—the volumes of ordinances and regulations, 


limitations and prohibitions, directives and permits—they would 
be sure that this, finally, is paradise. What could be better than a 
society where everyone is considerate and polite? No deceit, no 
theft, no usury; no one hurts anyone, no one strikes another, no 
one kills; no rape, no exploitation, no discrimination, no oppres- 
sion or humiliation. Everyone is careful not to hurt or harm the 
other. Or could it be that this is not so? 

A map is not territory and the law is not reality, not even the 
Ten Commandments, or talmudic Halakhah, or the infinite num- 
ber of rulings that have been derived from it by halakhists and 
exegetes, and exegetes of exegetes, generation after generation, 
century after century. The attempt to identify everyday life, reality 
as is, with the law, the ordinance, the scholarly ruling, or ideo- 
logical speech, is unrealistic. These are, at best, the spine of so- 
cial life but not the actual body. Obviously, one should ask where 
people go when searching for everyday life. Where do they start 
their search? What segments of everyday life do they look at? The 
picture changes from one to another. Yet only there, in everyday 
life and not in the book of laws, does living reality thrive. That is 
where the various forms of life—through ongoing negotiation 
and based on partial resemblances—somehow come together 
into a dense and blurred family picture (lacking any definition ex- 


cept for the ostensive 


“that") of our existence. 
So also concerning “Judaism.” First, where does one look for 
it? Jewish theology has always been formulated by leisured and 


learned elites, who were sufficiently strong to bequeath to the 


next generation their ideological and social genes in the shape of 
new elites, who fixated and enhanced the authority of those pre- 
ceding them while drawing from it their own. A large gap sepa- 
rated this theology from the everyday life of Jewish masses, 
whose “true” religiosity this theology purportedly represented. 
Where, then, should we look for “Judaism”? One could of course 
say that the people are merely “the masses,” at times ignorant, at 
times weak, at times deceived into the dredges of alien faiths and 
customs, whereas theology is Judaism as is—pure and refined, 
as conceived by God, given to and preserved by its faithful. 
When Jewish religious elites make this claim, they are stating the 
obvious. They thereby enhance their power and strengthen their 
position. But we look at this culture from the outside, so why 
should we favor ideology over reality as an expression of "true" 
Jewish existence? Why persist in the search for ways to— 
“nevertheless,” “despite,” and “even though hard"—adapt the 
reality of life to the ideology? Why not outline Jewish ideolo- 
gies—the halakhic, the philosophical, the mythical—as merely 
segments and, even more significantly, segments of equal value 
in the general picture of Judaism? Why not be satisfied with their 
perception as aspects of a changing and diversifying phenom- 
enon teeming with many others, no less essential and true? Why 
not remove from the various manifestations of Jewish forms of 
life the additional judgmental category—correct/incorrect, au- 
thentic/alien, whole/partial, true/false—and look at all of them 
as of equal value? The time seems ripe for abandoning the ten- 
dency to organize Jewish forms of life on the truth axis we have 
inherited, naturally and almost unwittingly, from both the reli- 


gious and learned elites. We are probably ready to forgo the 


entrenched preference for the Maimonidean version of religiosity 
over that of those who exalt him, prostrate themselves on his 
grave, and spread amulets “composed by him.” 

The main issue is not merely recognizing the existence of di- 
verse forms of Jewish life, which have long been acknowledged, 
but their equality! What is required is not a nodding acceptance 
of “margins,” even broad ones, but a renunciation of the view 
that recognizes a center; not a silent or even conscious acqui- 
escence to the presence of wild weeds that have stubbornly 
struck roots in a soil alien to them, but a contemplation of diver- 
sity. And | am not referring merely to “popular,” “forgivable,” or 
“inoffensive” practices on the “margins” of theology but to what 
seems its total reversal. 

Faith in the existence of a supernatural power in the world and 
in the ability of human agents to rule over it and activate it at will 
has been prevalent in the people of Israel since biblical times 
and is also prevalent today. Its presence in day-to-day life is well 
documented in Jewish writings, as an expression of both the 
power of the writing elites themselves—obviously excluding this 
power from the category of kishuf (magic)—and the danger 
posed to society (and indeed to the power of these elites) by 
some “other,” either a non-Jew or one who has deviated from the 
norms of the “proper and true” Judaism that they sought to im- 
pose. The voices of members of these circles—"the masses,” 
"the ignorant,” “women,” “those lacking in faith,” "the super- 
stitious"—were not heard in the canonic discourse. Their voices 
were constantly mediated by the dominating (and at times hos- 
tile) voice of some writing establishment, which often used the 


image it ascribed to them as a mirror image of itself and its 


ideological ancestors. This was the view that prevailed for gener- 
ations in the realm of religious, theological-halakhic creativity 
and the one that persisted among scholars and researchers at 
the outset of the scientific, modern, and, as it were, objective dis- 
course known as Wissenschaft des Judentums (and at times in our 
time as well). Both these schools, each for its own reasons that 
are ultimately not so far from one another, took pains to uproot 
from “Judaism” whatever could be uprooted and to conceal what 
had struck deep and bitter roots—the establishment by Judaizing 
it and the modern writers through exclusion and denial. 

This situation is now changing radically—not among the writ- 
ers on the inside, those who create more and more “Jewish 
texts,” but among those seeking to look in from the outside (and 
indeed, always from some specific outside) at such texts and at 
the cultural space where they are anchored: objects, symbols, rit- 
uals, practices, and belief. In the context discussed in this book, 
several interrelated elements that draw on one another can per- 
haps be identified at the root of the change. First, an increasingly 
growing flow of magic artifacts and texts that have been found 
and published in recent decades brings to life the existence of 
adjuration practices among Jews at the time. Their social, geo- 
graphic, and historical scope is so wide that sweeping the phe- 
nomenon under the theological carpet, as scholars sought to do 
in the past, is no longer possible. Second, a profound change af- 
fecting entrenched dichotomous value distinctions such as cen- 
tral/pe-ripheral, high/low, genuine/feigned, worthy/despicable, 
led to a new and nonapologetic perspective on Jewish practi- 
tioners of religion that is different from those perspectives we 


had been accustomed to seeing as the faithful representatives of 


Judaism. Finally, the growing concern with spirituality in the 
Western world has created discourses and goods through which 
concepts such as energy (positive or negative), spirituality 
(harmful or healing), and magic (white or black), including their 
symbolic and objective expressions, are present almost every- 
where in our lives. Indirectly, this presence also affects the mea- 
sure of interest in the historical roots of these phenomena and 
the social, including the academic, legitimation bestowed on the 
interest in them. 

In the first two chapters of this book | traced the course of the 
change in the study of early Jewish magic and its place in the 
context of the perception of magic and religion outside Jewish 
studies. Chapters 3 and 4 were devoted to methodological ques- 
tions. | suggested resting the perception of early Jewish magic on 
a textual basis—an adjuration text—as the foundation of a cor- 
pus of Jewish magic texts, and I discussed the performative char- 
acter of the act of adjuration. These discussions set the method- 
ological ground for the second part of the book, where | pre- 
sented the available sources for describing Jewish magic culture 
in late antiquity and the early Islamic period at length. My 
method, presented in chapter 3, is the organizing principle at 
their basis. | first considered insider (or primary) sources, those 
that are adjuration texts in the strong sense of the term: adjura- 
tions, artifacts bearing adjurations, recipes for the ritual carrying 
out of adjurations, and treatises compiling such recipes in 
broader conceptual frameworks (chapter 5). In the last two chap- 
ters (chapters 6 and 7), | presented outsider (or secondary) 
sources, which are not classic magic texts but works that express 


or reflect ideas and modes of action found in the first corpus. 


The task can now be completed by embarking on a detailed 
description of early Jewish magic as a cultural system. Such a de- 
scription must be written, above all, by relying on the textual and 
material products of this culture, that is, on the performance and 
instructional writings of practitioners and of parties interested in 
adjurations. It will be expanded through studies of other sources, 
wherein the use of adjurations is not the primary concern. With 
the completion of this task, for which this book laid modest 
foundations, we will have a general broad picture of Jewish 
magic culture in late antiquity and the early Islamic period. For 
now, this culture has been shifted to center stage and its pres- 
ence and vitality fully exposed as an essential component of Jew- 
ish life and faith. 
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